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Abstract
The Mystical Dimension of Spiritual Friendship

Karl Rahner, a twentieth century theologian and Jesuit priest, tells us that all human
beings, whether consciously or unconsciously, live in the presence of God. From ancient times
one avenue where women and men have been able to experience that presence is in the context
of friendship. Accordingly, this dissertation assumes that there is an inherent mystical
dimension in the very nature of friendship whether or not the individuals engaged in the
friendship are conscious of it. This dissertation also contends that these “spiritual” friendships
are imbued with theological attributes that demonstrate God’s participation and presence. The
inquiry will focus on the lives of saints and mystics in Christian history and investigate the
characteristics embedded within the very nature of their spiritual friendships, seeking to
identify and explore these attributes in light of their mystical dimension. The thesis makes the
claim that there is an intrinsic mystical value to spiritual friendship that serves as a specific
conduit for God’s self-disclosure to humanity and finds expression by bringing Christ to birth
in the world in myriad ways.
Using Aelred of Rievaulx’s classical work Spiritual Friendship to anchor the research,
the paper will explore the characteristics of friendship to develop an understanding of Aelred’s
belief that the love of friends is necessary if we are to truly love God, as well as Aelred’s claim
that “God is friendship”1 The following chapters will discuss various aspects of friendship
using saints and mystics as examples of rightly ordered friendship highlighting their
relationships and the role those relationships played in each one’s personal and spiritual
development. The research seeks to further develop an understanding of spiritual friendship by
1

Aelred, Cistercian Fathers Series, trans. Mary Eugenia Laker, vol. 5, Spiritual Friendship (Kalamazoo,
Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1974), 21.
vi

discerning its mystical character, with specific interest in its Trinitarian, sacramental, and
incarnational aspects. A key component of the work connects and integrates the research to
demonstrate how a mystical dimension is subsumed in friendship and expressed in the
ordinariness of daily life. Correlation of the spirituality of friendship and its mystical dimension
is supported using Karl Rahner’s theologies of grace, the human experience of God, love of
God and neighbor, and mysticism of everyday life.
.

The dissertation argues that there is a spirituality embedded within the context of

friendship that not only provides deep bonds with other human beings but also that these bonds
are a special conduit for God’s interaction with humanity. Individuals who engage in this type
of relationship are modern day mystics and these friendships serve as a means for an
experience of God in everyday life. While there is no in-depth treatment of any contemporary
application, the research anticipates that spiritual friendships can have a positive effect in the
area of enhancing a person’s Christian spiritual journey and personal spiritual growth.

vii

Introduction

About ten years ago I gave a set of lectures at Harvard in which I made the observation
that all theology, like all fiction, is at its heart autobiography, and that what a theologian
is doing essentially is examining as honestly as he can the rough-and-tumble of his own
experience with all its ups and downs, its mysteries and loose ends, and expressing in
logical, abstract terms the truths about human life and about God that he believes he has
found implicit there. More as a novelist than as a theologian, more concretely than
abstractly, I determined to try to describe my own life as evocatively and candidly as I
could in the hope that such glimmers of theological truth as I believed I had glimpsed in
it would shine through my description more or less on their own. It seemed to me then,
and seems to me still, that if God speaks to us at all in this world, if God speaks
anywhere, it is into our personal lives that he speaks. -Frederick Buechner2

Frederick Buechner’s words resonate — if God speaks to us at all, it is into our
personal lives that he speaks. The seeds for the topic of this dissertation germinated in
personal soil and grew through the rich earth of the lives of others. They are women and
men, saints and theologians, whose lives tell a truth about God found implicit there.
The beginning pages of the bible focus on the relationship between God and
humanity. The stories recount how human beings are the pinnacle of God’s physical
creation whose purpose is relationship. We are told, in an anthropomorphic use of
language, that God walks and talks with the first human beings in the garden (Gen 3:8).
God creates human beings as hard-wired for love and relationship, with God and with
each other, and God has always been present there.

2

Frederick Buechner Center, last modified August 2002, accessed August 18, 2022,
http://www.frederickbuechner.com. Also, “Wikipedia Frederick Buechner,” Wikipedia, last modified
August 2022, accessed August 18, 2022, http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frederick_Buechner.
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Our God-given nature as a human being then is to need relationship. We are
created in love and for love, we yearn for relationship, we yearn to belong. A
quintessential way these yearnings find fulfillment and expression is through friendship.
In friendship we share the stories of our lives revealing the common threads that tie us to
the human family, and in a religious sense, to the overarching story that weaves our
collective history as a people of God. The synergy of friendship makes us more fully
human and enables us to be who we were created to be.
In the Celtic tradition, the idea of friendship is inspired by the notion of the anam
ċara, or soul friend, someone to whom a person could reveal the hidden intimacies of
life. This love relationship awakens what is divine within the human soul, and it is here
that human beings come to inhabit the kingdom of the eternal.3 While there are many
forms of friendship, friendship of the soul or “spiritual friendship” and its mystical
dimension is the concept of friendship threaded among these pages.4
Karl Rahner, a pre-eminent theologian of the twentieth century, makes the
assertion that all human beings live in the presence of God, whether they are conscious of
it or not. Within this context, Rahner’s theologies of grace, the human experience of God,
the love of God and neighbor, and mysticism underscore and support the argument that a
mystical dimension is imbedded in the very nature of spiritual friendship and that the
people engaged in this type of friendship are mystics in everyday life.

John O’Donohue, Anam Ċara: A Book of Celtic Wisdom (New York, HarperCollins Publishers,
1997), 10.
3

For the purposes of this paper the terms “spiritual friendship”, “true friendship”, and “rightlyordered friendship” are used interchangeably. While some authors use spiritual friendship only in a
religious or God-centered context, Aelred, Karl Rahner, and others do not limit the use of the term. For
them those who live a moral life according to their conscience and whose loving concern is centered on the
other rather than the self (caritas), may be engaged in spiritual friendship, even agnostics or people who do
not know God. Based on this concept and to show inclusivity, the use of the term includes but is not limited
to a solely religious interpretation in the dissertation.
4

2

In each of the first three chapters, a theological trait of friendship is explored.
Supporting ideas and examples are taken from the work of theologians and the life
experiences of mystics and saints. The concept that trinitarian, sacramental, and
incarnational characteristics are inherent in friendship reinforces the premise that God is
present in friendship, and therefore, friendship has a mystical dimension in the sense that
God may be experienced there. This form of mysticism is not marked by extraordinary
events as is a common understanding but takes place within the everyday occurrences of
human life.
The main focus of Chapter 1 is the written work of Aelred of Riveaulx, Spiritual
Friendship, which describes the characteristics of friendship and its Trinitarian attributes.
The chapter offers a brief biography of Aelred showing the importance of friendship in
his own life and presents his unique dialogues about love of God and love of others and
how the two are understood, allowing Aelred to claim that “God is friendship”.5
The following second chapter highlights friendship as sacrament and draws on
Thomas Groome, E. Schillebeeckx and Leonardo Boff to build the framework for the
sacramental principle. The examples of friendship as sacramental come from two
extraordinary scientific and theological scholars, Hildegard of Bingen and Teilhard de
Chardin. Short biographies set the stage for understanding these two mystics who had
uniquely distinct sacramental views of the world that were remarkably similar. Both also
were engaged in deep and lasting friendships which provide the basis for a correlation
between friendship and sacrament.

5

Aelred of Rievalux, Spiritual Friendship, Cistercian Fathers Series, vol 5, trans. Lawrence C.
Braceland, (Collegeville, Minn.: Cistercian Publications, 2010), 69.
.
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Chapter 3 introduces the idea that friendship is incarnational. It discusses the
concept of incarnational thought with the body/soul connection and features two major
schools of spirituality that are incarnational in nature. Chosen from these schools of
spirituality are the examples of friendship highlighted in the chapter: Teilhard de Chardin
and Lucile Swan and Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal. The extant letters between
these friends display the evidence of their deep friendship and how that friendship was
incarnational, bringing God to birth in the world anew.
Chapter 4 considers Karl Rahner’s theology of grace and the human experience of
God which grounds his thinking on the mysticism of everyday life. This chapter presents
a background of mystical thought demonstrating how friendship, as part of the everyday
experience of human beings, has a mystical character, and how this is recognized in the
world. Drawing a connection between the theologies of Aelred and Rahner it concludes
that spiritual friendships are agencies for an experience of God and these experiences are
lived out in everyday life.
Finally, Chapter 5 makes connections and weaves some of the dominant threads
of the paper into a mystical tapestry.
In the quote that begins this Introduction, Frederick Buechner has plainly but
eloquently explained the task of the theologian. While attempting to discern the glimmers
of truth about life and God in the human experience, a story arises. If God speaks
anywhere or at all to humanity, it is within our personal lives that this occurs.
This dissertation explores the common human experience of friendship from a
theological point of view by seeking out the glimmers of truth about human life and God
present in this context. It presents the idea that divine characteristics can be seen to shine
from within rightly ordered friendship and because of this, something to discern about
4

God is present there. If God speaks to us, as Buechner says, from within our personal
lives, then friendship as a part of life, can speak to us of God. The life experiences and
friendships of the mystics presented in this paper reflect God’s light so that we might
discern God’s presence and through their stories look for God in our own.
This paper contends that because rightly ordered friendship is a part of life, it is
also a place where God may be encountered, and God’s presence experienced. In that
regard, individuals engaged in spiritual friendships are modern-day mystics whose
mysticism is found and expressed in everyday life.

5

Chapter 1

EXPLORING SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP

Spiritual Friendship and Aelred of Rievaulx

To Abbot H, dearest of men, his servant W. Daniel, greeting. Our father is dead;
he has vanished from our world like the morning sunshine, and many hearts long
that this great life should flood with its brightness the memory of generations to
come, and indeed of those still living for whom it shone in all its splendor.6
So begins Walter Daniel’s biography of his revered Abbot, spiritual father, and friend,
Aelred of Rievaulx. As Daniel composed his tribute to this humble man’s life and works,
little did he realize how prophetic his words would become! Aelred’s spiritual and
theological contributions have not only stood the test of time but his treatise on spiritual
friendship has enjoyed a popularity among a wide audience and is considered his most
well-known work today. Even in his single-hearted devotion, Daniel could not have
remotely imagined that his beloved Abbot’s work would be regarded as foundational for
any scholarly exploration of spiritual friendship. Accordingly, any study of Aelred’s
work on spiritual friendship would be remiss if it did not consider, at least briefly, the life
of this twelfth-century Cistercian Abbot of Rievaulx. Having a sense of Aelred’s early
experiences provides insight and understanding into his unique dialogues, and his
autobiographical reflections become more meaningful when placed in the context of what
little we know of his background.7

6

Walter Daniel, The Life of Aelred of Rievaulx, Cistercian Fathers Series, trans. F M. Powicke
and Marsha Dutton, vol. 57, (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1994), 89. (It is noted by the
translator, F. M. Powicke, that Abbot H. has not been identified but may be Hugh, abbot of Revesby after
1166.)
7

Douglass Roby, Introduction to Spiritual Friendship by Aelred of Rievaulx, Cistercian Fathers
Series, trans. Mary Eugenia Laker, vol. 5, (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1974), 3.
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Biographical Information
Aelred’s native land lay in the northern country of Britain along the AngloScottish border, a land that had experienced turmoil and conquest for generations before
Aelred’s time. From the writings of the medieval historian Venerable Bede we are told
that this land was part of the old Kingdom of Northumbria. In this part of the country,
both the land and the people had suffered much at the hands of the Vikings from the
beginning of the ninth century.8 Aelred’s family becomes known to us as the havoc of the
Viking invasions begins to subside, around the late tenth century. The records show that
Aelred’s great-grandfather, grandfather, and father were priests who served as treasurers
and caretakers of the shrine of St. Cuthbert in Durham. It was during this time in the early
Middle Ages that the fate of married priests became embroiled in ecclesiastical politics
that had begun with the church reforms associated with Pope Gregory VII. This particular
reform experienced opposition from both the episcopate and royalty in many lands, but
none had resisted this pressure from the Vatican quite like the English. All this changed
after the Council of Clermont in 1095 at which time Pope Urban II imposed a definitive
ruling on married clergy which forbade the ordination of priests’ sons except as canons
regular or monks.9 No one could suspect how this decree would figure in the life of a son
born to Eilaf, a priest of the church of Saint Andrew in Hexham near the border of
Northumbria and Scotland. 10 Now barred from a secular priestly inheritance in Hexham,

8

Ibid.

9

Marsha Dutton, Introduction to Spiritual Friendship by Aelred of Rievalux, Cistercian Fathers
Series, vol. 5, (Collegeville, Minn.: Cistercian Publications, 2010), 13.
10

Ibid., 14.
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two of Eilaf’s sons would choose the life of laymen. The third, born in the year 1110,
would profit from an unusual opportunity that allowed him to choose between a
prestigious position as a courtier and life in religion. This young boy who came from a
long line of Northumbrian priests, would grow up to follow a vocation as a Cistercian
monk and abbot, and would be known by the world as Aelred of Rievaulx.

Early Years
Records of Aelred’s family of origin show a tradition of learning at least as far
back as his great-grandfather, Alfred son of Westou.11 Aelred Squire recounts that Alfred
had been known as “larwa, the Northumbrian form of a Saxon word that means teacher,
for at Durham he instructed the boys in the elements of music and letters necessary for
performing the liturgy.”12 There are few details of Aelred’s earliest scholastic training but
it is said that his intelligence was apparent from his earliest years. Marsha Dutton draws
from Walter Daniel’s Vita Aelredi when she describes him as having ‘splendid eloquence
and a noble flow of words’13 and in his eulogy for Aelred, Gilbert of Hoyland speaks of
him as ‘acutely intelligent’.14 It is Daniel’s opinion that a person would only have to read
Aelred’s works in order to recognize his gift of intellect and spiritual grace.15 Sadly, little
else is known as to how Aelred cultivated this natural ability except to say that he was
acquainted with some classical literature which manifests itself in Spiritual Friendship in

11

Roby, Spiritual Friendship, trans. Mary Eugenia Laker, 5.

12
Aelred Squire, Aelred of Rievaulx: a Study, Cistercian Studies Series, vol. 50, (Kalamazoo,
Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1981), 6.
13

Daniel, The Life of Aelred, 109-110.

14

Ibid., 22.

15

Ibid.
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his adaptation of Cicero’s De amicitia. This familiarity with Cicero’s work is strikingly
clear in the format of the dialogue in Aelred’s work. There is also some evidence that he
did receive a few years of education in the cathedral school at Durham. Laurence, one of
the masters there, dedicated his written work on the life of St. Brigid to Aelred
commending his former student’s continuing interest in learning and literature. What we
can know is that either through arrangements made by his father or some other patron, it
appears that Aelred received some formal education and career training, unusual for a
child of a parish priest.16
Aside from this form of education, Aelred’s training also came from his life at
court. As was the custom of the first feudal age, sons of good families would receive part
of their training in the homes of other members of the upper class. This custom was
designed both to train the young in the manners appropriate to their station and to provide
links of acquaintance and friendship so vital to the exercise of power and responsibility.
Whether it was through the auspices of his father Eilaf or through some other relative,
King David of Scotland was persuaded to adopt Aelred into the royal household. And so
it was that at the age of about fourteen or fifteen, Aelred was fostered at the court in
Scotland to be brought up with the monarch’s children and raised among the nobility.17
Here Aelred spent his days with King David’s son, Henry, and David’s two stepsons,
Simon and Waldef, who were to become his close friends and models.18 According to
Aelred Squire’s research, it was here in the king’s court that Aelred formed some
connections that lasted a lifetime and where his life grew and expanded in an atmosphere

16

Dutton, Introduction to Spiritual Friendship, 14.

17

Roby, Spiritual Friendship, trans. Mary Eugenia Laker, 5.

18

Ibid.

9

of friendship.19
It was also here at David’s court that Aelred’s education continued and expanded.
Although King David was born a Scot he had been brought up in England in the
household of Henry I and his sophisticated, Francophile queen, Matilda. To David the
Norman way of life was the normal way to do things and consequently those in David’s
household spoke French as well as English. Other Norman elements had been introduced
into the court of Scotland as well, and the court became the locus for a small but active
group intent on bringing the customs and advantages of Norman civilization to the North.
So it happened that Aelred would be exposed to French and Latin and the philosophy of
Aristotle as well as the scholastic and spiritual literature previously only associated with
the education of monks and priests.20
From all accounts Aelred’s life at court was a success from a worldly point of
view. Douglass Roby tells us that it was here that Aelred had the opportunity to continue
with his education as well as develop the “emotional and profound friendships, for which
he had such a genius, with the most important and most civilized people in the
kingdom.”21 For Roby two facets of Aelred’s years of education at court are important:
(1) here he becomes familiar with Cicero’s dialogue On Friendship which heavily
influences his own work on the subject, and (2) he gains a popularity and respect at court
that is rewarded by King David with a position as steward and is responsible for
organizing and overseeing arrangements for feasts and entertainments. From Aelred’s

19

Aelred Squire, Aelred of Rievaulx: a Study, 13.

Derek Gillard, ‘Education in England: a history, Chapter 1 – Up to 1500, Beginnings’. Updated
May 2018. Accessed August 29, 2018. http://www.educationengland.org.uk/history.
20

21

Roby, Spiritual Friendship, trans. Mary Eugenia Laker, 7.
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own account in his first written work, Mirror of Charity, we also know that he became
the intimate friend of at least one member of the court. His success at court and this
relationship might have come to bear on Aelred being rewarded with a great
ecclesiastical benefice had his life not taken a different turn.22 Nonetheless, for all the
success gained at court Aelred appeared discontent. Seemingly unsettled by the lack of
any clear direction in his own life and disturbed by the superficiality of life at court he
was often restless. It was at this point in time that Aelred was sent by the king on a
diplomatic mission to York.23 The year was 1134 and Aelred was just twenty-three years
old.

Vocation and Monastic Life
The trip to York was important not only in a diplomatic sense but also because it
was on this journey that Aelred profoundly experienced God’s call to a religious life. On
the return leg of this trip Aelred passed by Rievaulx, a newly founded community of
Cisterican monks in Yorkshire, and stopped to visit. It is said he was so impressed with
what he found that the following day he felt led to return. In what may have appeared to
his traveling companions to be an impulsive decision, Aelred immediately sought to enter
the community of monks there.24 Aelred’s entry into monastic life may have seemed like
a sudden conversion, yet Walter Daniel is convinced that Aelred had been longing for the
cloister during his time at court. Whatever influences came to bear on Aelred’s entrance

22
Ibid. (See Walter Daniel, Life, p. 3: “Whence the King loved him exceedingly and every day
was considering how to advance him, so much so, indeed, that if he had not unexpectedly entered the
Cistercian order he would have honoured him with the first bishopric of the land.”)
23

Ibid., 8.

24

Ibid., 9.
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to the new abbey, his decision on that day was a true conversion, a turning from the
world to the cloister. In this one decisive moment can be found a spiritual power which
would have enduring significance, for his entrance to the monastery would prove to be
the defining act of his life.
The years in David’s court had prepared Aelred well for his time in the novitiate
and, whatever he may have given up to become a monk, he never forgot what he had
learned in and about the world. According to Dutton, “the reputation his diplomatic
abilities gained for Rievaulx as he acted in affairs of Church and crown over the next
thirty years contributed to the renown and prosperity not only of that house but of the
Cistercian Order in England.”25 Rievaulx was to benefit from his experience as steward
and diplomat. His obedience in service to David had laid the groundwork for a new yet
similar life of discipline before his monastic superiors. He had grown up comfortable
with those in high places and felt at home in exercising a certain amount of authority and
diplomacy.
In his series of articles on Aelred, Thomas Merton mentions how early on Abbot
William chose him as one of his private counselors and admitted him to the discussion of
the monastery’s most important affairs.26 It comes as no surprise then that when Aelred
was just thirty-two years old he was sent to Rome as the proctor of William in a
complicated legal matter dealing with the election of a successor for an archbishop.
During this trip he met the famous Bernard of Clairvaux. Aelred made an impression on
Bernard, and it was Bernard who was later responsible for having Aelred compile his

25

26

Dutton, Introduction to The Life of Aelred, 16.
Thomas Merton, “St. Aelred of Rievaulx,” Cistercian Studies Quarterly 22, no. 1 (1987): 62.
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notes into his first book, Mirror of Charity.27 Aelred became abbot of Rievaulx in 1147
and shortly after his election began what would become his main work, Spiritual
Friendship. He remained abbot until his death and was extolled by his contemporaries as
a man of “sanctity and sanity.”28
As Rievaulx’s most famous abbot, Aelred enjoys a reputation today as a brilliant
writer and England’s “most revered biblical scholar, Latin stylist and pastoral master.”29
By the time of his death in 1167 the community had doubled in size, having one hundred
and forty monks and about five hundred lay brothers.30 Yet Daniel is convinced that
Aelred’s greatest legacy was not in numbers but in creating Rievaulx to be a shelter for
all in need. We know from Aelred himself that care of the other was a priority for him. In
his biography Daniel quotes Aelred as saying, “It is the singular and supreme glory of the
house of Rievaulx that above all else it teaches tolerance of the infirm and compassion
for others in their necessities.”31 Upon Aelred’s death in January of 1167 he was laid to
rest next to his predecessor, Abbot William, in the chapter house which remained a shrine
until the Reformation.32 Marsha Dutton describes his passing in this way:
. . .his earthly life ended in the monastery that had been his home for thirty-three
years and in the presence of his friends and spiritual sons. He had lived and died
as a child of the North, a son of the church, a priest and successor of priests, a

27

Dutton, Introduction to The Life of Aelred, 16.

28

Ibid., 14.

29

Rievaulx website http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rievaulx-abbey/history-andstories/history. Accessed 7/26/18. (Website citation: FM Powicke (ed and trans), The Life of Ailred of
Rievaulx by Walter Daniel (New York, 1951), 7. (Note that Ailred as used by Walter Daniel in his work is
an alternative spelling of Aelred.)
30

Daniel, The Life of Aelred, Chapter 30; 118-19.

31

Ibid., 118.

32

Ibid., Chapter 57, 138. (See: Aelred Squire, Aelred of Rievaulx, A Study, 2.)
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father, a friend, a historian, and a spiritual teacher.33

Aelred’s Works
While fragmentary, evidence exists from the writings of his contemporaries or
from some mention in public documents that during his lifetime Aelred was known as a
public figure and regarded as the most powerful Cistercian in England. Acknowledged as
a tireless administrator of a renowned abbey and affectionate abbot to his fold, he also
held a reputation as an effective mediator and a wise diplomat known by kings, bishops,
abbots, and hermits alike. 34 Today, mainly through his own writing, we know Aelred
more as the “historian, abbot, spiritual director, and speculative and contemplative
theologian.”35 He was a man of the church and of societal and political affairs, yet he was
also a prolific writer and all throughout his monastic life he wrote for both the church and
the world.
Aelred’s works have been categorized into two genres: historical, and ascetical or
spiritual. Marsha Dutton’s study of Aelred’s life and works reveals that in his own time
he was more widely known for his historical narrative works and understood himself as a
historian, a successor if you will to the Venerable Bede.36 As an historical writer, Aelred
left behind a substantial body of work. His seven treatises deal with the people of
England’s past and their impact on their twelfth-century descendants. His Lament for

33

Dutton, Introduction to The Life of Aelred, 18.

34

Roby, Spiritual Friendship, trans. Mary Eugenia Laker, 18.

35

Ibid.

36

Dutton, Introduction to The Life of Aelred, 19.
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David, King of Scotland (1153) expressed Aelred’s grief at the recent death of the king
who had been his patron and friend.
Also to his credit was a collection of about three hundred letters which survived in
England until the about the fifteenth century. His spiritual and hagiographical works
include several collections of sermons as well as the following inventory provided in
Dennis Billy’s commentary on Spiritual Friendship:
. . . The Mirror of Charity (1142-43), Jesus at the Age of Twelve (11530-57), A
Rule of Life for a Recluse (11600-66), The Pastoral Prayer (116-66), Dialogues
on the Soul (1163-66), Spiritual Friendship (1165-67), The Life of Saint Ninian
(1154-60), The Saints of Hexham (c. 1155), and The Nun of Watton (1158-65).37
Aelred’s most popular spiritual treatise, Spiritual Friendship, is extant today in
thirteen manuscripts and has been translated into French, German, and Italian as well as
English.38 In this tome Aelred draws upon his classical education, patristic writings,
Scripture, his own time in prayer, and personal experience to present a theological
discussion of human friendship that leads to union with Christ in this life and culminates
in the perfect happiness enjoyed in heaven. 39

Influences
In the Prologue to Spiritual Friendship Aelred gives credit to the specific works
that influenced his writing. As a young man Aelred was especially enamored of Cicero’s
On Friendship. As might be expected, Aelred spent much time with the patristic works
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while in formation as a monk, and especially mentions Ambrose’s On the Duties of the
Clergy and Augustine’s Confessions. For Aelred, however, Scripture is the foundational
element for his work. A closer look at the influences on Aelred’s work helps our
understanding.
Dated around 44 BC, Cicero’s work on friendship, De amicitia, was written as a
fictional dialogue recalling a conversation with a friend whose recent passing has
prompted the memory. Cicero uses dialogue as a formal device where instruction is given
without interruption and the circumstances underlying the telling are unconnected to the
larger questions it explores. Aelred mentions his youthful affection for the piece as well
as his desire to imitate Cicero’s work but with the intention to add a Christian element to
underlie Cicero’s ideas. Thus, Cicero’s definition of friendship becomes a core element
of Spiritual Friendship where Aelred incorporates slight variations in order to adapt it to
fit his own argument. 40 Aelred clearly imitates Cicero in the three-book dialogue of
Spiritual Friendship with the conversation taking the form of an older man instructing
young men about the origins, nature, and end of friendship. Throughout the work Aelred
develops Cicero’s view that true friendship requires human virtue but in a Christian and
monastic context.41
Ambrose’s On the Duties of the Clergy also contributed significantly to the form
and theological substance of Spiritual Friendship. It was Ambrose’s insistence on the
importance of equality in friendship and his explanation that it is acceptable for friends to
open their hearts to one another and share their deepest thoughts that weigh in on
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Aelred’s skill in giving character to the monks in his book, as friends of their teacher and
of one another. Marsha Dutton remarks that “by creating characters with recognizable
personalities and a readiness to say what is on their minds and to treat one another as
equals, Aelred imbued his treatise with the vitality of conversation among real friends.”42
Like Ambrose, Aelred has both a sense of joy as well as an understanding of the
obligations of friendship which helps him to portray friends who are able to share their
questions, fears, and hopes with each other. There is an apparent ease with which the
young monks in Aelred’s book relate to one another as they talk openly and honestly with
each other and with their teacher and abbot. Dutton specifically cites four Ambrosian
themes in Aelred’s work: “friends’ ability to speak openly to one another, equality
between friends, God’s gift of benevolentia or good will to the first humans, and the
obligation of friends to correct one another.”43
Adele Fiske has also written about Ambrose’s contributions to Aelred’s work and
states that for both, “the source and nature of friendship is not in the intellect . . . but in
the will, benevolentia. Friendship is implicitly identified with caritas and, for all its
human qualities, finds its model, forma, in Christ.44 Liz Carmichael contributes to this
idea when she speaks about Ambrose’s view on natural love and human beings, which is
first to God, then towards country, parents, and finally to others. From this is born caritas
or agapē, the love that does not pursue its own interests but puts others before itself.
Ambrose’s statement that God placed good will in Adam and Eve is echoed in Aelred’s
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explanation of God placing his own love of society in his creatures, so making friendship
part of the order of creation. Finally, in book three of Spiritual Friendship, Aelred
himself insists on Ambrose’s influence quoting passages from Duties and referring to
Ambrose by name.45
The other patristic work upon which Aelred heavily relied is Augustine’s
Confessions. This piece provided the personal confessional voice found in much of
Spiritual Friendship. Liz Carmichael suggests Augustine’s ideas on friendship were
influenced by a childhood spent in a small town society where friendships were likely
steadfast and loyal. Later as he entered public life, the patronage of influential friends
would have been vital, so friendships were integral to his adult life as well. We also know
from Confessions that Augustine had a close friendship as a young man and was grief
stricken when his friend died for he tells us that, “The lost life of those who die becomes
the death of those still living.”46 Yet there is another kind of friendship in Augustine that
is connected to a higher good. Steeped in the classical language of friendship, Augustine
gives it a new Christian meaning, for true friendship must be grounded in Christ.
Augustine also speaks of caritas as the foundation and essence of Christian friendship
and that it derives from a divine source, for it is “poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit
who is given to us (Romans 5.5).”47 According to Carmichael, the idea that grace and not
nature creates friendship becomes formative for Augustine. Augustine writes to Jerome
that he considers anyone who exudes a burning love of Christ to be a faithful friend, and
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if he confides in them, he confides in God, for ‘God is love, and those who abide in love
abide in God, and God in them’ (1 Jn 4.16).48 Just as friendship unites many souls in one,
so caritas mingles all Christian hearts and souls in the one soul of Christ. Friendship
(amicitia) is not to be restricted but extended to all humanity.49
For Augustine, friendship is an ever-present fact; yet he never suggests as Aelred
does later on, that to welcome friendship in Christ on earth is a foretaste of enjoyment of
God and one another in beatitude. Augustine’s doctrine of love incorporates human
friendship within an ordered love that draws it into the dynamic of a one-way love for
God. The positive side of this comes in Augustine’s experience of reciprocal love in
Christ, and that the hope for real and eternal friendship is contingent upon the
transformation of character through the grace that is given to us by the Holy Spirit
(Romans 5.5).50 Carmichael shares James McEvoy’s assessment that by making
friendship a matter of grace Augustine made it a matter of three persons and not just the
two human partners. This premise effectively allows the possibility of a friendship
between parties who do not initially bear a resemblance to each other in character, but
who may come to do so through the Spirit of God working redemption within their souls.
In this manner, where the offer of friendship is reciprocated, “Caritas is the perfect unity
of minds in true wisdom and of wills in true benevolentia, willing the good of each other
for eternity, and not solely for this life.”51 This concept of Augustine’s would be further
developed in Aelred’s theology of spiritual friendship.
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While Aelred gives credit to these sources as being an influence, the mainstay and
foundation upon which Aelred so heavily relies in Spiritual Friendship is Scripture.
Certainly, much of his understanding of friendship comes directly from the Bible with
quotations from and references to thirty-seven biblical books.52 Within its pages we find
references to the Books of Wisdom and Proverbs, references to pairs such as David and
Jonathan (III.92-96), Amon and Jonadab (II.40) and even two married couples as friends
- Adam and Eve (I.57-58) and Ruth and Boaz (III.100). There are also a number of
scriptural references from the gospels. Marsha Dutton offers the following examples:
. . . “the one who remains in friendship remains in God, and God in him” (1.70)
insists on the sacramental nature of friendship in its echo of 1 John 4:16, and
words from the Song of Songs and from Psalm 34:8 [33:9] are used to define the
union with Christ that one reaches through loving one’s friend (2.27; 3.133).
Finally, following Ambrose, the abbot quotes John 15:14-15 to present Jesus as a
friend to all who love him and as a model for human friendship: I will no longer
call you servants, but friends . . .because I have made known to you everything
that I have heard from my Father (3.83; cf. Ambrose, Off 3.135).53
Dutton also points out that implied but never quoted by Aelred is Jesus’ promise that
“where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of you”
(Mt 18:20). These words echo throughout the book with Aelred’s own affirmation of
Christ’s presence with him and the young monk Ivo in Book I to the reassurance at the
end for all the blessed in time to come, “when the friendship to which on earth we admit
but few will pour out over all and flow back to God from all, for God will be all in all”
(III.134; 1 Cor 15:28).54
Alongside the classical, theological, and scriptural references, another influence
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that would come to bear on Aelred’s work was his Cistercian life itself. Cistercians are
reformed Benedictines who founded the monastery at Citeaux in 1098. These monks
were known for their fervor and strict life of prayer, work, and study which placed them
at the forefront of twelfth-century monastic revival. They understood their life as a
‘school of love’ or caritas.55 As a novice Aelred would have spent many hours in
meditation on the five books of the Old Testament designed to detach the monk from the
world and lead him through moral purification to the mystical heights of the Song of
Songs: “Ecclestiastes in order to teach the vanity of worldly pleasures and ambitions,
Proverbs and Ecclesiasticus to teach self-knowledge and the practice of virtue, Wisdom
and the Song of Songs to lead the proficient towards a life of contemplation.”56 This new
contemporary monasticism was attractive to spiritual seekers of the day and Bernard of
Clairvaux was known to offer this invitation to a mystical life often in his sermons during
his later years. The Song of Songs became a mystical text and its language became the
normal language of divine love for Cistercian writers with commentators allegorizing its
every word and phrase. It is helpful to keep this in mind when assessing Aelred’s use of it
in his theology of love and his basic teaching on it.57

Aelred’s Theology of Love
Aelred’s dialogue on friendship is constructed upon his basic teaching on love
that first appears in his work, The Mirror of Charity, a piece commissioned by Bernard of
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Clairvaux for his fellow monks. Incorporating the influences of education, early personal
experience, and life as a Cistercian, Aelred begins to develop his understanding of
friendship here and builds on this teaching of love. The Cistercians regarded their strict
asceticism as a sharing in Christ’s suffering in order to learn love (caritas) and this was
the basic reason for their monastic life leading up to Aelred’s time. Caritas is love free
from all vice, and is to be shown to all (III.8).58 Bernard commanded Aelred to write
about the greatness and joy of caritas. This mirror would reveal love’s true nature, defend
asceticism as promoting it, and show how it is manifested in outward conduct. Directed
toward his brother monks, an invitation is found within its pages for each individual to
look inward and compare his life with the intentions that motivate him. Some passages
reflect instruction to the novices while others are more devotional. In keeping with what
Saint Bernard asked of him, Aelred presented in this treatise a theology of charity and the
Cistercian life. For Aelred, charity is not a matter of sentiments and affective emotions
which often can be illusory but consists of an accord of the will with God’s will in the
observation of the commandments, all according to God’s design.
Mirror of Charity is comprised of three books: Book One deals with the nature of
charity where Aelred elaborates on a theology of divine charity, to whose image human
love should conform or be reformed. Aelred follows this same approach in Spiritual
Friendship. In Book Two he distinguishes the love of God from the illusions of religious
sensibility and through dialogue with a novice, discusses how the Cistercian life helps
one attain it. Book Three covers the discernment of the movements of the heart. Here
Aelred develops his doctrine of the three Sabbaths, or the three degrees of charity: the
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interdependent love of God, love of oneself, and love of neighbor. It becomes obvious
that Aelred feels deeply about the interdependence of the three, something Carmichael
tells us was unusual in Western thinking at the time:
While of course there is clear distinction in this threefold love there is,
wonderfully, a close connection within it so that each love is found in all, and all
in each, nor can one be had without the other, and when one wavers all are
lessened. (III.3)59
Taking into consideration variables of circumstance, situation, and person, Book Three
also includes Aelred’s analysis of the psychology of love as well as principles for its
practical application.
Aelred speaks of love (amor) as the “heart’s sense of taste and vision and its
capacity to recognize and possess God (I.2).”60 Amor is both our innate power to love and
its expression in action.61 To achieve happiness, a rational being must cling to God
through the soul’s three powers of memory, intellect, and will which constitute an image
of the Trinity. It is God’s eternal rest in which Father and Son repose in the mutual love
of the Spirit, into which all rational souls long to enter (I.57-8; 62-79). Love goes through
three successive stages: first our choice of whom to love, then the movement of love that
combines inner desire with outward action, and finally fulfillment or fruition (III.22).
Like Augustine, when Aelred discusses fruition he looks forward to the enjoyment of one
another in eternal life, in pure unity of spirit, but here is where he develops Augustine
further. Aelred’s premise is that a foretaste of this joy can and should be experienced on
earth. Aelred defines ‘enjoy’ (frui) as ‘to use with joy and delight’ and cites Paul’s
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statement that he hopes to ‘enjoy’ Philemon as proof that fruition is possible in this life
(III.108).62 All throughout Mirror, Aelred relies on scripture to support his theology and
uses frequent scriptural citations to create a basis for the work. Ultimately, caritas is the
summation of the law and the prophets and the root of all other virtues (I.88-94).
According to Charles Dumont, The Mirror of Charity, itself, is Scripture, “for God who is
love reveals himself there.”63

Spiritual Friendship
According to Douglass Roby, it is difficult to place Spiritual Friendship in the
context of medieval monastic works on the subject. Indeed, Aelred is not alone in his
writing of friendship, as a considerable body of patristic and medieval spiritual writing on
this topic has been uncovered and exists today. Commonly, the written works of this time
period tended to discuss friendship either as a Christian virtue, a form of charity, or a
symbol of the divine life of the Trinity. Generally, the body of these works reflected the
more traditional writing of the Fathers of the Church and of monastic authors of the early
middle ages, and authors tended to be very reserved in their appreciation of the value of
friendship. 64 Influenced by the Rule of St. Benedict that cautioned against factions that
might disturb the unity and equality of the monastic family, and concerned over divisive
effects of particular friendships which could lead to favoritism, the monastic life hardly
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encouraged intense personal relationships. Homosexuality was also an underlying
concern and considered a serious and dangerous vice in the middle ages, and this fear
would have played a part in discouraging particular friendships in the monastic
environment.65
Based on what we know of medieval spiritual writing on the subject, Aelred’s
contribution to this repository brings a fresh and positive view of human friendship, again
seemingly rather unusual for his time. Aelred’s doctrine of spiritual friendship shows
evidence of a richness that is able to deal in a practical way with all the nuances of real
and complex relationships. He is certainly enthusiastic about friendship, and insists that it
is part of the good life. Aelred writes,
I call them more beasts than men, who say life should be led so that they need not
console anyone nor occasion distress or sorrow to anyone, who take no pleasure
in the good of another nor expect their failures to distress others, seeking to love
no one and be loved by none. 66
While true friendship was intrinsic to human life, Aelred fully understood that there were
good relationships and imperfect or sometimes even corrupt relationships that went under
the guise of real friendship and often insisted that a great deal of consideration and testing
was essential if vice and disaster were to be avoided. Articulating his understanding of
friendship as something fragile, often interrupted by life’s demands, and ultimately by
death, Aelred’s theology is consistent in one premise, that all true friendship begins and
ends in God.
The format of Spiritual Friendship emulates the three-book structure of Mirror of
Charity. In this case the books are fictional, with each one using dialogues that are
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patterned into the daily realities of monastic life experience where the abbot/author
moves from public tasks to private conversation and back again. The first two books end
with the necessity of returning to daily life, in one instance the gathering for the daily
meal, in another with the arrival of a visitor at the monastery door. The third book
continues uninterrupted by such ordinary occurrences and concludes only when the
abbot/teacher has finished speaking of the fulfillment of human friendship in beatitude.
Aelred’s classic work on friendship begins with a Prologue that accomplishes a
number of tasks. While providing a narrative for the dialogue, it also establishes the
persona of its writer as well as his history and qualifications for writing. Here credit is
given to its sources and an overview of the work’s argument is given as well.67 Presenting
his credentials for writing on the subject matter as coming from his long experience in
human love and friendship, his fondness of Cicero’s On Friendship, and as one
intimately familiar with Augustine, the author states his reason for writing. It seems that
the abbot/author has found himself in a spiritual dilemma while recalling his pleasure in
friendship as a youth, and now as an adult finds himself “wishing to also love spiritually
but not able to” (Prol.6).
Familiar with Scripture and Christian works of the early Church Fathers, and
wishing to imbue Cicero’s understanding of friendship with a Christian meaning, the
abbot/author writes not so much as a theological teaching for others, but more as a guide
for himself: “I decided to write on spiritual friendship and to set down for myself rules
for a pure and holy love” (Prol.6). The abbot/author appears a scholarly and solitary
figure which raises the question as to whether the abbot/author in Spiritual Friendship is
in fact Aelred. As an authority on Aelred’s work, Marsha Dutton believes the character to
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be distinct from Aelred yet possibly a representation of himself, someone who was
possibly longing for fewer distractions and for more time for reading, writing, and
contemplation.68
As the Prologue concludes, the narrator69 begins with a systematic treatment of
his subject, dealing first with the nature and origin of friendship, then moving on to the
fruit of friendship in this life, and lastly addressing the practical concerns of making,
testing, and interacting with friends. The abbot is the teacher in this instance and presents
his arguments in the form of a dialogue between himself and other monks and ever
present is the link between the realities of human life and the divine. In Dutton’s analysis
of Aelred’s work there is a double movement from human friendship to eternity
interwoven within and across this three-part structure. 70

Book One
The first book of Spiritual Friendship begins with a conversation between the
young monk, Ivo, who is asking the abbot, now identified as Fr. Aelred,71 to teach him
something about friendship. In the form of a dialogue between the two, Aelred begins
with an explanation of the nature of human beings and creation. According to the abbot
God instituted human friendship in creation and grounded it in Christ’s presence. This
condition of being leads directly to the experience of Christ in this life and to an eternal
friendship with God in the next. At the very beginning Aelred establishes friendship as
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eternal. He distinguishes three types of human relationship commonly referred to as
friendship: the carnal, the worldly, and the spiritual, of which spiritual friendship is its
own reward. “Now the spiritual, which we call true friendship, is desired . . . for its own
natural worth and for the affections of the human heart, so that its fruit and reward is
nothing but itself” (I.45).72
Friendship originates in nature and as God is the author of all nature, all creatures
participate in God’s unity because God created them to do so. Aelred’s explanation
consists of three parts: God is the architect of the universe, God has placed within
creation a principle of order whereby all creatures are united by peace and fellowship,
and all creatures shaped and ordered by God participate in divine order and so in God’s
own self (I.53). In insentient creatures this is expressed through “a kind of love and
companionship” (I.54) and in the angels as “a like will and affection” (I.56). God’s unity
exists in all creatures but only in humans and angels does it exist as friendship.
Friendship is therefore God’s image in humankind. 73 Aelred maintains that by nature
human beings are imbued with a desire for friendship and so the first human friends were
the first human beings.
Aelred uses Genesis 2 to establish a view that is clearly egalitarian and an
essential element in friendship. “. . . But as a more specific motivation for charity and
friendship, this power created a woman from the very substance of the man . . . so that
nature might teach that all are equal or, as it were, collateral, and that among human
beings – and this is a property of friendship – there exists neither superior nor inferior”

72

This format refers to Book and Section of Spiritual Friendship and is used throughout the following
sections.
73

Ibid., 42.

28

(I.57). Accordingly, Marsha Dutton explains that, “in defining friendship as God’s
intention for humankind he insists on the nature of the relationship not only between
friends, male or female, but between men and women independent of friendship.”74 We
find in Aelred’s understanding a lack of hierarchy and restriction, which differs from
Cicero’s, that friendship is a virtue reserved for men alone. Aelred makes it clear that
friendship is available to women as well as men and uses the martyrs in his first example
of Christian friends where he identifies one pair: “that maiden of Antioch” and “a soldier,
who became her companion in martyrdom” (I.29).75 While friendship is open to men and
women, Aelred places no barrier to a sexual relationship between friends as long as they
are married to each other but he bans what is shameful from true friendship.76
Friendship is humankind’s intended, natural, condition; however, after the Fall
cupidity crept in and corrupted true friendship through avarice and envy, introducing
contentions, rivalries, hatreds, and suspicions (I.58). Carmichael summarizes as follows:
“Reason, still present in fallen human nature, keeps alive the basic impulse towards
friendship and society, thus even the wicked recognize their need for others to give them
pleasure and praise. Friendship is a natural desire, experience strengthens it, and after the
Fall law confirms and orders it” 77 (I.60-1; cf 51).
At the end of Book One we find what Marsha Dutton speaks of as Aelred’s most
commonly quoted yet potentially misunderstood statement about the relationship of
charity and friendship. Twice the young monk Ivo questions whether friendship and
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charity are the same. In the first instance Aelred carefully rejects the identification
explaining that the law of charity requires us to love not only our friends but also our
enemies, but friends are only those to whom we can entrust our heart. (I.31-32). Aelred
then likens friendship to virtues with which human beings are potentially endowed and he
specifically speaks of its similarity to wisdom. In Aelred’s view friendship is so close to
or filled with wisdom that he could almost say friendship is nothing else but wisdom
(I.64-6). Liz Carmichael presents the interesting observation that by showing friendship’s
similarity to wisdom, Aelred’s intent is to demonstrate the divine nature of the virtue of
friendship. She explains:
Aelred is actually switching his ground, from the human virtue of wisdom to
Wisdom as divine attribute and ultimate source of wisdom. Ivo is intrigued but
needs convincing. Aelred reminds him that both friendship and wisdom are
eternal, and cannot exist without caritas: ‘Since then in friendship eternity
blossoms, truth shines forth, and charity grows sweet, consider whether you ought
to separate the name of wisdom from these three’ (I.68).78
At this stage of the conversation Ivo needs further convincing and wonders if he should
say of friendship what John the friend of Jesus said of caritas: “Shall I say . . . ‘God is
friendship?’” (I.69). Aelred responds somewhat positively yet cautiously: ‘That would be
unusual, to be sure, nor does it have the sanction of the Scriptures. But still what is true of
charity, I surely do not hesitate to grant to friendship, since “he that abides in friendship,
abides in God, and God in him” (I.70; cf. 1 Jn 4:16).
According to Dutton, Aelred continues to insist that through friendship human
beings participate in God and partake of God’s unity, yet “he rejects the temptation to
equate God with friendship, an equation that would make God identical with and thereby
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limited to friendship.”79 Rather, “there is a recognition that while God created friendship
as part of human experience and allows himself to be met and loved forever through
friendship, he remains always other.”80 However, Liz Carmichael feels that, “it would
only be a small step from friendship as the implanted reflection of the creator’s Oneness,
the binding force throughout creation, to the formulation Deus amicitia est.”81 Had
Aelred explored this avenue of thought, Carmichael’s intuition is that it should have led
him to consider friendship within the Trinity but “his interpersonal analysis of the Trinity
went only as far as Augustine’s model of lover, beloved, and their love could take him.”82
Essentially, Book One deals with the relationship between charity and friendship
concluding they were united before the Fall of Adam, separated after it, and are destined
to be rejoined in heaven. “During our time on earth, charity can exclude friendship, but
friendship can never exclude charity.”83

Book Two
Book Two concerns itself with friendship’s fruit and excellence. It takes place
sometime later and Ivo has passed away. The key characters in the conversation are now
two younger monks of his monastery named Walter and Gratian. Walter has read the
paper containing Fr. Aelred’s original discussion and wants to know more about the
fruition of friendship. Fr. Aelred tells them that for Cicero, the fruit and reward of
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friendship was friendship itself. Aelred gives this a new dimension with his statement:
“Friendship bears fruit in our present life and in the next.” (II.9) Aelred continues to draw
on Cicero, Scripture, Augustine, and Ambrose in describing some of the practical
benefits of friendship. In Section 10 of Book Two Fr. Aelred quotes Cicero when he
states that “friendship so cushions adversity and chastens prosperity that among mortals
almost nothing can be enjoyed without a friend,” (II.10), and in the following:
But what happiness, what security, what joy to have someone to whom you dare
to speak on terms of equality as to another self; (Cicero, Amicitia 6.22.) one to
whom you need have no fear to confess your failings; one to whom you can
unblushingly make known what progress you have made in the spiritual life; one
to whom you can entrust all the secrets of your heart and before whom you can
place all your plans! What, therefore, is more pleasant than so to unite to oneself
the spirit of another and of two to form one, that no boasting is thereafter to be
feared, no suspicion to be dreaded, no correction of one by the other to cause pain,
no praise on the part of one to bring a charge of adulation from the other.84
Aelred defines human friendship as prompted by reason and affection, grounded in love
and lasting only among the good (II.41). The “good” are loosely defined as those “who
within the limits of our mortal life live sober, upright, and godly lives in this world”
(II.43).
Continuing on, Aelred then discusses the three stages of friendship and likens it to
a threefold kiss: the carnal, the spiritual, and the intellectual (or mystical). The first is
physical, the second a mingling of spirits between two friends, and the third a mingling of
a person’s spirit with the Spirit of God.85 In God’s overflow of love, humanity was
created and was meant to share in this overflow by not only loving God but also loving
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others and oneself.86 While Aelred looked at friendship from this divine perspective, he
never forgot humanity’s fall into original sin, and took that into consideration. In a
perfect world, there would have been no distinction between charity and friendship but in
a broken world we must always be on our guard against false loves, “which are cupidity
not charity, and false friendships, which are a species of cupidity.”87 Aelred distinguishes
between false friendships and the only true kind, which Aelred calls “spiritual
friendship,” in two broad categories: friendship for carnal pleasure and friendship for
material gain. The one offends against good will for when we sin we not only hate our
own souls but also those we involve in sin. The other offends against “charity” because it
is self-seeking and stimulates an affection toward another which is really only felt toward
his or her goods (I.34-43).88 The only true friendship is one that combines the two
elements of charity and good will in the consensus of human and divine. Douglass Roby
explains it in this way:
True friendship is the perfection of false friendships, not their opposite. Carnal
friendship has a sort of charity in its enjoyment of a natural affection, but lacks
good will; self-seeking friendship has the rational choice necessary for good will
but lacks the charity. It is only spiritual friendship which combines both charity
and good will, a perfect consensus of things human and divine.89
God built a need for friendship into our nature, thus even evil individuals feel a need for
false friendship in their misery. These associations are wrongly called friendships and
obscure the fact that true friendship is a virtue and the practical expression of love as it
ought to be between all human beings. As a result of original sin, human beings can reach
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perfection in friendship with only a few. According to Aelred, this situation will be
rectified when the effects of sin are removed at the last Judgment when the life of the just
will be the life of spiritual friendship. Roby tells us that, “it is in this context that Aelred
paraphrased St. John, and suggested that, “He who abides in friendship abides in God,
and God in him.”90 Aelred also discusses a sort of simple comradeship which is easier
and much less demanding than the virtue inherent in spiritual friendship. Aelred calls this
a “childish” friendship and insists that as long as there is no vice as part of it, it should be
tolerated in the hope that it will grow into a genuine spiritual friendship. While human
emotions are difficult to control, and though human beings are flawed due to sin, Aelred
insists that because true friendship is a virtue, it is available to anyone who humbly seeks
it. There is no superhuman degree of goodness required for true friendship.
Spiritual friendship is not only vital to human happiness it distinguishes humans
from animals and is God’s greatest blessing to humankind. Those who reject friendship
harm themselves and reject their humanity; “those who banish friendship from life seem
to pluck the sun from the universe” (II.49) and are as beasts (II.52).91

Book Three
The third and final book of Spiritual Friendship continues the discussion among
Fr. Aelred, Walter, and Gratian and deals with the conditions necessary for unbroken
friendship. Its primary concern is with the practical business of making and keeping
friends. In general, Aelred outlines the development of a spiritual friendship, taking his
model from his experience in the monastic setting, with examples that come from his
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own life. He portrays the monastic community as a foretaste of beatitude and shows how
spiritual friendship leads directly to friendship with God. His arguments are based in both
logic and experience to teach from a perspective of faith alone. For him beatitude is that
future when there will be no limits and no anxiety in relationships with each other, for
“friendship will be universal and eternal as all find union with one another and with
God.”92
Specifically, such a friendship begins here in space and time “when he, whom
reason urges should be loved because of the excellence of his virtue, steals into the soul
of another by the mildness of his character and the charm of a praiseworthy life.” (III.3)
This spiritual love stands upon the foundation of love of God, to which everything must
be ‘referred’ and must conform (III.5). However, not everyone we love should be
welcomed into friendship because not everyone is suitable. Aelred was aware that certain
people make friendship difficult.
Not everyone is worthy or likely to become the partner of your soul, to whose
spirit you join and link your own and so unite yourself as to wish to become one
from two, to whom you commit yourself as to another self, from whom you
conceal nothing, from whom you fear nothing, surely you must first choose, then
test, and finally admit someone considered right for such a trust. (III.6)93
The formation of a friendship passes then through a four-step process: choice, testing,
admission, and finally “the greatest agreement in things divine and human with a certain
charity and goodwill” (III.8).94 These four steps are necessary for one’s own happiness
not for the well-being of the other. Some people, because of their temperament, are not
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suited for this type of friendship. The evil, avaricious, ambitious or slanderous cannot be
chosen (III.59). Yet, even in granting that some individuals are of a difficult temper, he
allows for the possibility that faults of character, even those that come from our natural
temper, are not beyond the action of grace and freewill. Having a Christian understanding
of forgiveness and repentance, specifically from his experience of monastic life with its
emphasis on patience and its trust in grace to transform individuals gives Aelred some
flexibility here.95 Carmichael extracts a list of lesser faults that while difficult can be
borne with patience; therefore, while ‘the quarrelsome, the irascible, the fickle, the
suspicious, and the loquacious’ are not normally chosen, one may still choose them if
they show a desire to regulate or restrain these passions’ (III.55; 14-20).
In spite of this optimism, and with the understanding that a true or spiritual
friendship was meant to last, Aelred did admit that there were certain circumstances
which required the breaking off of a friendship. Taking a passage from Sirach, he
interpreted it to suggest there were five things that would break the bond of friendship:
insult, attack, arrogance, betrayal of secrets, and the stab in the back. To these, Aelred
added one of his own: harm done to anyone for whom we have responsibility (III.23-26,
46).96 Adding to the list, there are five vices which are likely to chase a friend away:
“upbraiding, reproach, pride, disclosing of secrets, or a treacherous wound” (III.22).
On a positive note, we should choose someone with whom we harmonize. Each friend
must take the spiritual life seriously and have a commitment to grow in charity. For
Aelred, friendship is most secure among those who “suppress anger with patience”
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(III.49) and love of a friend does not cease. “Friendship, indeed is eternal; hence: ‘He that
is a friend loves at all times’ (Proverbs 17.17). If the one whom you love offends you,
continue to love him despite the hurt. His conduct may compel the withdrawal of
friendship, but never of love” (III.44).
A complete friendship seems to consist in four elements: love, affection, security,
and enjoyment.97 Aelred continues to discuss the testing and character of true friendship
until at last the author concludes this last book with a meditation on the memory of two
of Aelred’s dearest friends who preceded him to the grave. It is Douglass Roby’s opinion
that these reminiscences are the final witness that Aelred’s reasoning was based on his
own passionate experience of friendship and came from the heart as well as the head.98

Conclusion
In The Genealogy of the Kings of England Aelred recalls the friend of his youth,
Prince Henry. His praise for the prince’s virtue and courage is obvious and must certainly
have come from the time they spent together at court. Aelred writes:
He was a young man fair of face and handsome in appearance, so humble that he
seemed lower than everyone, of such authority that he was held in awe by everyone,
and so gentle, pleasant, and agreeable that he was loved by everyone. He was so
chaste in body, so sober in his speech, so honorable in all his ways, so diligent in
church and attentive in prayer, so kind to the poor and so resolute against
malefactors, and so respectful toward priests and monks, that he seemed to be a
monk in a king and a king in a monk.99
While it is difficult to draw certain conclusions about Aelred’s ideas on friendship from
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his early written works, he does provide us a commentary in his later material that
presents the clear moral and spiritual value of friendship between individuals, regardless
of gender, and even when broken by separation or death. It appears that Aelred had early
on recognized the special nature of friendship and valued it, later seeing in it God’s
interaction with humanity.
Understanding Aelred’s theology of friendship can best be accomplished when
viewing it through the lens of his theory of love. For Aelred, love was embroiled in three
aspects: attraction, intention and fruition.100 First there is an attraction to a person that
occurs with that first impression when we identify a person or object as being desirable.
Secondly our intention comes into play as we focus our will on someone or something as
part of a decision to be followed. The final phase is the act of will where we enjoy the
benefits of the object of our attraction and decision, fruition. Aelred knew that because of
the human person’s ability to make a wrong choice, it is possible for these three aspects
of love to be defective. Human beings can be attracted to the wrong person or thing, can
decide to pursue something known to be wrong, and can enjoy created things incorrectly
which negates any goodness in which “love ceases to be love and becomes cupidity
instead.”101 Not only are human beings able to corrupt love into cupidity by seeking the
wrong object to love, or love them out of proportion to their true value, but also there is
the difficulty which our human natures have in feeling satisfaction at loving the good.
Roby explains:
We know that we ought to love our enemies and can sometimes even understand
why they are worthy of our love, but our sinful natures will not allow us to feel
the attraction which we know with our minds. In cases like this, we must rely on
our wills, deciding to love where we feel no attraction, just as in other cases we
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must decide to reject an attraction which our senses present, since we know it to
be unreasonable. It is only in heaven, when our senses have been purified, and our
wills made straight that we will be able to love with perfect freedom.102
Aelred felt, however, that in this world there is a special love which comes closer
to the love of the saints in heaven than most others: the love of friendship. It is this
friendship, where each are consoled and are able to enjoy the other that produces a kind
of love which is a foretaste of heaven. In these relationships, the intention and enjoyment
will satisfy the judgment of what is right and the feelings of what is enjoyed. In this way
Aelred makes a clear distinction between true friendship that can only come from true
love and false friendship which is based on an imperfect or even corrupt love. Even
though human beings are imperfect, this does not preclude true friendship. According to
Aelred there is no need for extraordinary goodness for true friendship to exist, for this
virtue, like all Christian virtues, is available to anyone who humbly seeks it. To renounce
friendship is to renounce not only virtue but also true humanity.
Aelred is not alone in distinguishing what constitutes a true or false friendship but
his unique perspective places God at the source of friendship and contends that these
God-centered or spiritual friendships are enjoyed here on earth and continue in beatitude.
For him human beings participate in an interaction and flow of love between God and
individuals as part of the creative process, giving reference to a Trinitarian relationship
within which we are called to love God, ourselves, and others. Friendship becomes the
fertile soil from which love for God and love for each other grows wrapped up as they are
in God’s plan for human beings. Roby tells us that:
For Aelred there can be no conflict between love of our friends and the love of
God, since all love is one and has its source in God. The love of neighbor is no
derogation of our love of God, but rather is necessary for us if we are truly to love
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him. It is this identification of spiritual friendship with the perfect love of God
which allowed Aelred to suggest the phrase, “God is friendship.”103
Aelred takes this divine perspective insisting that friendship springs directly from
God who in the overflow of love created human beings to share in God’s gift of love by
loving each other and God. It seems to him that God has built a need for love into our
very nature. He paraphrases St. John in suggesting that “He who abides in friendship
abides in God and God in him.”104
Bernard of Clairvaux was noted as saying that Aelred’s insight was formed in the
school of the Holy Spirit.105 Others have written that he was imbued with both the
practical as well as the mystical gifts of the spiritual director and that his depth of
understanding of literary sources, his sympathy and ability to draw others into intellectual
dialogue, have been called ‘the quintessence of the Christian humanism of the twelfth
century’.106 According to M. Basil Pennington Aelred’s appeal today stems from his
introspection, his humanism, and his understanding of human psychology. He knew by
experience all the yearnings of the human heart and dared to speak out of his
experience.107 He was someone who knew that the human heart longed for something
more in this life, more than even all the rich joys human friendship can bring. He dared to
speak of his own longing for the divine and had the courage to enter into a friendship
with God while pointing others in that direction in practical ways.
During the Middle Ages, friendship among men was a literary theme of nearly
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mythological proportion and a plethora of work exists today on this subject. By finding a
strong basis in sacred scripture as well as classical texts, Aelred makes his own unique
and significant contribution in Spiritual Friendship that is forward-thinking for its day
not just because it is personal and profoundly God-centered, but because it is so human.
Aelred continues to help us sort out our human emotions placing them in a context where
they can lead us to become more fully human. By his own admission, friendship was very
important to this kind and sociable man. As abbot, teacher, friend, and spiritual guide
Aelred lays out for us how friendship helps human beings grasp a way of life that is
fundamental for understanding what it is to be human, to be who we are.
One commonly understood definition of mysticism says that it is a form of
contact with the divine or transcendent. Understanding Aelred’s view on friendship
provides the groundwork for recognizing not only the fruits but also the mystical
dimension of spiritual friendship. If Aelred is correct and God is truly present in this type
of relationship, where through friends we have contact with God, then spiritual friendship
is imbued with a mystical dimension. This divine contact occurs within the flow of love
between God and human beings and results in ways of living and interacting with the
world that bring a mystical dimension to everyday life.
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Chapter 2

EXPLORING SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP
Friendship as Sacrament

Introduction
Thomas Groome’s article, “Catholics: A Sacramental People” speaks of the
divine-human covenant and how this commitment is enacted between human beings and
God within the ordinariness of everyday life. In this context God reaches out and engages
with us and it is here that we respond as partners. In the Catholic tradition, this idea that
God is present to humankind and that we respond to this generous offer of grace through
the day-to-day, sometimes mundane, always ordinary, everyday of life in the world is
known as the principle of sacramentality. The word sacramental surely and most aptly
describes the Catholic imagination; however, Catholic Christians are often known to
associate sacramentality too narrowly with only what happens in church within the
celebration of the seven sacraments. Groome, however, insists that the sacramental
principal reaches far beyond Catholic liturgical rites. In Groome’s words,
God’s Spirit and humankind work together through nature and creation, through
culture and society, through our minds and bodies, hearts and souls, through our
labors and efforts, creativity and generativity, in the depth of our own being and
in community with others, through the events and experiences that come our way,
through what we are doing and what is “going on” around us, through everything
and anything of life. Life in the world is sacramental—the medium of God’s
outreach and of human response.108
Citing St. Augustine’s definition of a sacrament as “a visible sign of invisible grace” as
well as Ignatius of Loyola’s timeless phrase “to see God in all things” Groome proposes
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that we are called to notice life and the world in a sacramental way. For Catholics it is
generally undisputed that Jesus was the primary and quintessential sacrament of God to
the world. If that is the case, we cannot deny that God’s saving presence in the world
came in the form of the most ordinary thing a person could imagine, one of ourselves.109
In traditional Catholic theology, our understanding of the effectiveness of a
sacrament is relational, depending on both the action of the Spirit and on the response of
the person and community celebrating it—as always, a covenant. There is nothing
magical about sacraments. True, sacraments mediate God’s grace but they also invite a
response and the ability to live as graced people. The same could be said about the
sacramentality of life in general. God’s grace works through the ordinary and everyday
but also expects our partnership and responsibility.
E. Schillebeeckx tells us that the Christian life itself is a sacrament of the
encounter with God and insists that the visible presence of grace among us lies not only
in the teaching authority and pastoral governance of the Church, which is itself a visible
presence of grace, but also from the lives of the faithful. According to Schillebeeckx
many are under the notion that the Church is some type of administrator of Christ’s grace
almost in a secular way, as if it was a dictator dispensing grace to a laity which is nothing
more than a group of individuals who carry out what the hierarchy decides they must do.
Schillebeeckx seems quite adamant that this notion is not only incorrect but “completely
alien to the true character of the Church and in fact heretical.”110 Accordingly, Christ’s
Spirit leads and guides humanity not only through the Church but also through the
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faithful, and both are essential. Simply stated, we become powerfully aware of God’s
presence among us through the lives of people, specifically:
. . . to their constancy, to their unselfish love and goodness, to the humility and
faith and resignation with which they bear life’s difficulties, to the living
Christian example and the responsibility of a father and a mother, to the courage
and purity of heart which is visible in their actions . . .111
In light of Schillebeeckx’ understanding of what is sacramental, it would make sense to
include the steadfastness and commitment of friends as another example.
Schillebeeckx goes on to explain that while there are only seven official
sacraments from the Catholic perspective there are numerous forms of sacramental
expression within the life of the Church and that it would be wrong to identify the life of
the Church as limited to the function of the priesthood within the confines of the official
sacraments. Grace comes from many avenues and Schillebeeckx identifies one as the
fraternal contact between Christians and their treatment of each other and of their fellow
human beings.112 This echoes the premise pointed out in Chapter 1 of this paper, that in
rightly ordered friendships of agape love, God’s presence is inherently part of the
relationship and is radiated for all to see.
Similarly, Leonardo Boff explains simply and yet profoundly how no one can
begin to understand sacraments until they understand the presence of God in creation. In
his work, Sacraments of Life, Life of the Sacraments, he offers a number of examples
writing specifically for those whose minds and hearts live in our world of science and
technology but whose spirits allow them to see beyond it. Boff believes that humans do
not simply manipulate the world but are capable of reading the message that the world
carries within it. This message is written in all things that make up the world forming a
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system of signs. Human beings live and read and interpret these signs, albeit differently
and in a myriad of ways. No matter what culture or historical setting, all people produce
symbols that express an inner life and are capable of deciphering this symbolic meaning
of the world.113
Similar to Schillebeeckx, Boff describes sacraments as interplay between human
beings, the world, and God, changing both human beings as well as the objects as the
interplay takes place. According to Boff,
They have become signs and symbols of encounter, effort, conquest, and
the inner life of the human being. Objects begin to speak, to tell the story
of their interplay with humanity. They are transformed into sacraments.114
He follows this statement with the story of a Brazilian tradition where an offering of an
unsweetened hot drink of coffee or tea is shared in a special cup made of a gourd when a
person comes to visit. The liquid is not consumed because the parties are thirsty or have a
taste for a bitter beverage. The action has a different meaning. It is a ritual action in
which the individuals celebrate the meeting and savor a friendship. Human beings
possess this extraordinary capability. They can turn an object into a symbol and an action
into a rite. The beverage serves a sacramental function. Boff makes the connection that,
“sacraments are deeply rooted in human life and to cut that tie would be to cut the root of
life itself and ruin the interplay between human beings and the world.”115
Sacraments take shape in an encounter process and narrate and celebrate the story
of human encounters with objects, situations, and other humans that provoke them to
transcend their immediate position, make present a higher reality and convoke their
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sacramental encounter with God. According to Boff, underlying sacraments there is
always a story that begins: “There was once a mug . . . a piece of bread . . . a Jesus who
was both God and human being . . .a supper Jesus celebrated . . .and act of pardon Jesus
performed.”116
Sacraments capture the religious richness subsumed in the symbolic and
sacramental universe that inhabits our daily life. They are not the sole purview of the
sacred hierarchy but are bound up and threaded throughout our common existence.
Through eyes of faith human beings have an ability to see grace in the most basic
elements of life ritualizing them and elevating them to a sacramental level.117 Boff
explains how objects, situations, events, or human beings can become transparent
embracing both immanence and transcendence. Through the conduit of transparency
immanence and transcendence meet and communicate with each other. The transcendent
is rendered present in the immanent making the reality of the former transparent.
Understanding this allows us to understand the structure of a sacrament and the nature of
sacramental thinking. Thus, the transparent sacrament participates in both the
transcendent world and the immanent world.118 Boff explains:
The transparence of the world with respect to God is what enables us to
understand sacramental structure and sacramental thinking. It tells us that God is
never reached directly in and by self. We always reach God together with the
world and the things of the world, which are diaphanous and transparent with
respect to God. Hence experience of God is always a sacramental experience. In
things we experience God. The sacrament is part of the (immanent) world, but it
holds within it another (transcendent) world: God.119
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Understanding sacraments as a conduit of God’s presence and grace in the world
and reaching beyond the idea that sacraments are only limited to those within an
institutional Church expands our thinking toward a sacramental worldview, where all of
creation is imbued with God’s DNA so to speak and so can be seen as sacramental. For
people of faith, God is uniquely absolute and a radical mystery that is constantly being
revealed in everything, permeates everything, and shines through everything. This is
especially true for people. Human beings are no longer mere human beings but become a
sacrament of God and God’s intelligence, love, mysteriousness, and goodness, often
characteristics of deep friendship.
For those who have an ability to see everything in terms of God, the entire world
is one magnificent sacrament. Many things, events, and individuals appear to them as
sacraments of God and God’s divine will. This “seeing” is only possible for those who
see God as alive, with the mystics often showing us the best proof.
The focus of this chapter is to underscore the sacramentality of friendship. I do
this by looking at the sacramental view of life and creation of two such mystics,
Hildegard of Bingen and Teilhard de Chardin, and applying it to the human experience of
friendship. These great thinkers were vowed religious as well as deeply involved in the
science of their day. They shared a common view of Christ not only as the center of the
universe but also as a presence in the created world around them and were given a special
grace to see everything around them as imbued with God’s energy and light.

Hildegard & Teilhard – Different Worlds/Similar Worldviews
Over the centuries human beings have undergone numerous radical paradigm
shifts in our understanding of human nature and the world in which we live. These
47

paradigm shifts are the result of discoveries in the fields of medicine, astronomy,
paleontology, anthropology, economics, and psychology as well as other fields of
science. They require us today to go way beyond seeing the world as flat or seeing the
earth as the center of creation, even though there are some who still hold these beliefs, or
at least act as if they were true. To make a shift in our thinking theologically as well, we
must first recognize that most of our traditional spiritualities are based on these
foundational ideas. We can then move forward to acknowledge the discoveries that have
been made in recent years by the sciences which demand our attention to these paradigm
shifts of thought. In its most general terms we now have knowledge that the timing of the
beginnings of the universe and the evolution of human beings expands into billions of
years; that the atom is no longer the smallest part of creation; that there are subatomic
particles in every living cell, and every living thing; that every human life is totally
connected to the life of all the rest of the planet and this life is dependent not only on all
life on earth but also in the atmosphere; and that in fact, our planet is really one great big
interdependent organism.120 It is in this arena of thought that we place both Hildegard and
Teilhard even though they lived in space and time almost eight centuries apart.
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin was a product of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In his own life he witnessed a number of new and radical scientific
discoveries, yet not near what would occur in the relatively short time between his death
in 1955 and our present day. Hildegard of Bingen was a product of the twelfth century,
also a time characterized by exciting new innovations, yet with a very rudimentary
understanding of the sciences of the earth and the human body, a time also teeming with
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superstitions about science, medicine, and theology.121 Inherent in both eras we find
ingrained and pre-conceived beliefs about the workings of the universe and God’s place
in it all.
While almost eight hundred years separate these two individuals, it is interesting
to note that some of their mystical experiences led them to recognize and understand God
in a synoptic way. Some of those impressions or interpretations manifested themselves in
visions of a Cosmic Christ and the vitally creative feminine aspect of God, but one
strikingly similar view was the way each one was literally able to “see” the world around
them, a world where God was visibly infused in every aspect of creation. Everything they
saw shimmered with a divine light. Both described the world as being imbued with God’s
presence. This sacramental worldview was described in their writing but can also be seen
as existing in the way they regarded other people in their lives as well as their lived
experiences within the relationships they had and deep friendships they shared with
others. The discussion in this chapter focuses on these two individuals, specifically
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chosen because of their similar sacramental worldview and how they experienced God,
not only through the world but also through the sacred nature of the relationships in their
lives.

Hildegard of Bingen
Her Context
Understanding Hildegard’s historical context will be helpful in appreciating some
of the influences that may have come to bear on her sacramental view of the world. As
previously mentioned, the twelfth century in Europe was a time of great activity and
growth as it witnessed an expansion in both its cities and its rural lands. It was the time of
the first Crusade (1099); the scholarship and study of the Bible were becoming more
sophisticated in the cathedral schools, and new religious orders came into being with the
renewed spiritual fervor of the day; all of which paved the way for the founding of the
great European universities in the following century.122 The result of this new knowledge
affected the ways people did business and fostered a growing creativity that led to a reexamination of previously held ideas stimulating a thirst to discover meaning in human
history.123
According to Elizabeth Dreyer, old ways of understanding now led to a new
awareness of the relationship of God through creation and God’s ongoing presence.
Divine activity was seen more in terms of the workings of nature fostering the theory of
an ordered universe. People tended to hold a sacramental view of the world in which the
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world they encountered symbolized a deeper truth.124 Within the Church there was
evidence of a growing religious zeal and the laity became more sensitized to the
worldliness and laxity of the hierarchical Church and now openly criticized it.125
Undoubtedly, this was a time of phenomenal activity historically, with Western Europe
advancing in prosperity, scholarship and religious enthusiasm, yet there was also a great
deal of oppression and uncertainty for people in the name of religion and politics. This is
the time of Hildegard.
Born in 1098, Hildegard von Bingen was the tenth child of the noble
Bermersheim family. When she was eight years old, Hildegard was given to the church as
a “tithe to God,” not an unusual practice during this time. Hildegard was taken to a
hermitage attached to the male Benedictine monastery of Disibodenberg. It was here that
she took the veil and professed the vows of the Benedictine Rule while receiving a basic
education on the religious and moral life, the reading of the Scriptures, and the singing of
the psalms. It was likely that she learned simple Latin and the basics of the Christian faith
but did not receive instruction in the areas of study that formed the basis of all education
for the learned classes in the Middle Ages (grammar, dialectic, rhetoric, arithmetic,
geometry, astronomy and music). Ironically, Hildegard would lament this inadequacy in
her education for the remainder of her life, often referring to herself as one who was
“uneducated.”126
We know truly little of Hildegard until 1136 when she was elected abbess of her
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community. Five years later, at the age of 43, she received the prophetic call to write
down what was being revealed to her and embark on her public mission. Hildegard tells
us that this call came in the form of a fiery light that permeated her whole being and filled
her mind with an infused knowledge of the books of Scripture. That is not to say that she
was in no way remarkable up to that time. In her own words she tells of her peculiar
temperament from the time she was young which she felt doomed her to chronic ill health
while also giving her a propensity for visions.127 She experienced these visions for forty
years before realizing them as a gift from God, learning to interpret them as a vehicle for
divine revelation. Different from mystical encounters of union, she simply saw things that
were invisible to others around her while remaining fully present and aware of her
surroundings. Her visual field was filled at all times with a strange luminosity that she
later came to call “the reflection of the living Light.”128 Before this revelation, her visions
baffled her and she confided them to no one except for Volmar, a Benedictine monk, who
became her teacher and later her secretary and close friend. The visions solidified her
prophetic authority, her illnesses kept her aware of her own fragility and provided a
recurring theme of her spirituality, “that divine power is made perfect through
weakness.”129
Viewed today as a polymath, Hildegard’s list of works and accomplishments is
astonishing. Her major work, Scivias, is a visionary trilogy and took ten years to
complete. It consists of three volumes that are the direct result of Hildegard’s prophetic
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experiences. According to Barbara Newman, the Scivias can be approached from many
angles: a prophetic proclamation, a book of allegorical visions, an exegetical study, and a
theological summa. 130 In the last book Hildegard also introduces poetry and music
bringing the work to its end in a chorus of praise, thus it is considered a multimedia work
in which the arts of illumination, music, and drama contribute to enhance the text and
heighten the visionary message. With a recommendation from Bernard of Clairvaux, this
work was brought to the attention of Pope Eugenius III who gave it a seal of approval. 131
Desiring independence from the monastery at Disibodenberg, Hildegard moved
her community to Rupertsberg where she built a new church and monastery devoting
herself to securing the welfare of the monastery, establishing monastic discipline,
teaching, preaching, writing, and composing many songs and hymns.132 A scientist in her
own right, it is during this time that Hildegard dictated two medical books and a work on
animals. When in her sixties and in almost constant ill health, Hildegard undertook three
major preaching tours and completed the second volume of her trilogy, the Book of Life’s
Merits. Hildegard also produced other occasional and controversial works perhaps the
oddest of which is the so-called “Unknown Language” which includes a list of about nine
hundred artificial nouns and other words with an accompanying German glossary.
While there can be no doubt as to the multi-faceted genius of this extraordinary
woman, it is her letters that provide the information about Hildegard’s relationships and
friendships. Existing today, the collection of correspondence that Hildegard penned over
three decades is vast (roughly 400 letters). The recipients of these letters range over all

130

Ibid., 22.

131

Ibid., 25.

132

Ibid., 14.

53

areas of society from popes, emperors, and prelates, to abbots and abbesses, priests,
monks, and laypeople as well as family and friends.133
Hildegard died on September 17, 1179. Little is known about the cause and
manner of her death. What is recorded is that God clearly showed favor to her through a
miracle of light, described as beams of light in brilliant color that arced across the sky
casting light upon the monastery where she had passed away and illuminating the whole
mountain. In this way, it is said, God showed her splendor and illumination in heaven.134

Her Sacramental Worldview
If we are to better grasp Hildegard’s complex theological texts, we need to cross
the centuries. God’s revelations to her were shaped into words and images within a
concrete historical, social, scientific, and psychological context. Hildegard’s universe of
the Middle Ages is one in which the Earth is the heart. She sees the Earth as spherical,
almost egg-shaped around which were arranged concentric shells or zones of elements.
Around the world is spread an atmosphere and all is encased by a zone of fire. Later, in
her Book of Divine Works, we see the development of a cosmology showing an intimate
connection between this world, human beings, and God. The image of God as love that
she experienced as the “Living Light” (her name for God) now becomes explicit as the
incarnate Word of God, Jesus Christ.135 Renate Crain further explains:
Hildegard tells us that the transforming powers of his life, death, and resurrection
are now at work in the entire universe. The Word became man in order to bring
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human beings and all of creation to the fullness of creation. This fiery Trinitarian
love of God inflames the very depth of the human psyche, encouraging
discernment of the right way so that together Christ and the human can give birth
to actions of Love, to manifestations of viriditas.136
Viriditas (or greening power) is a term that Hildegard devised to describe creative energy.
Essentially, she says that all of creation, and humanity in particular, is showered with
greening refreshment, the vitality to bear fruit. Creativity and greening power are
intimately connected. She celebrates the Divine Word as “all verdant greening, all
creativity.”137
When God’s Spirit and the human spirit meet in this creative energy, Hildegard
experiences the mystery of God as a “fiery, ever-living Light of Love.”138 Hildegard
experienced this fire of Christ’s love as Wisdom incarnate, blazing in nature and history,
“ever-living and enkindling all that is not in relationship with God or this world.”139 Her
understanding and images reveal a universal story of which we are all a part. Crane
further explains:
The entire universe, the cosmos, manifests the mystery of this fiery, ever-living
Light of Love that shines forth in and through matter, in and through human
beings in their specific historical setting. God, as the mystery of Love, is like the
horizon that surrounds the human spirit, wooing it into creative tension…140
Hildegard uses viriditas or “greening power” to describe her cosmic view that everything
in creation is filled with God’s life-giving power.141 Rosemary Radford Reuther explains
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Hildegard’s understanding in the context of human beings:
Maleness represents God and God’s word, while femaleness represents earth and
flesh, the matter through which God shapes all things. Here flesh, matter or earth
(terra) is not evil, but rather, in its “virginal” form, is the bodily substance that
God’s Spirit fills with life, moisture, and “greenness.” The beauty and delight of
God’s creation lie in the harmonious union of these two principles, God’s lifegiving power and matter or terra. Wisdom (Sapientia) or Love (Caritas) is the
feminine expression both of God and of creation, mediating the union between the
two.142
Wisdom/Sophia represents renewing energy, she “plays in the new creation, rejoices in
God’s presence and delights in humans, renewing their hearts and making them friends of
God.”143 Wisdom “fashions all that exists and pervades it with her pure and people-loving
Spirit…She is involved in relationships of loving, seeking and finding with human
beings…She is an expression of the most intense divine presence in the world.”144 These
narratives visualize God’s delight in human beings and lend support for the proposal that
Hildegard’s loving involvement with others was also experienced as an expression of
God’s presence in the world.

Her Friendships
Hildegard’s understanding of the cosmos is expressed as an intimate connection
between this world, human beings, and God. Living within this intimate connection, this
outpouring of love gives rise to actions of love or manifestations of God’s energy and
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grace. This occurs in all creation and includes not only our relationship with God but also
with others, especially in those instances where a deep spiritual friendship is formed.
Seeing God in everything and everyone, illumined in God’s light and energy, Hildegard
cherished all creation and human life and treasured her deep friendships. Through her
letters and the works written about her life we know of hundreds of people who had
various relationships with Hildegard: family, fellow sisters, royalty, emperors, clergy,
bishops, and popes. We also know of three spiritual friends who were prominent: Jutta,
nurturer, teacher, and mentor; Volmar, secretary, confidant, and most loyal and long-time
friend; and Richardis von Stade, close companion, assistant, and most beloved friend and
daughter. It is in the relationships that Hildegard enjoyed with these three individuals that
a sacramentality of friendship might be seen.
Hildegard’s first deep relationship apart from her parents and siblings was Jutta,
the Benedictine nun who cared for Hildegard when she was brought as an eight year old
child to the monastery in Disibodenberg. From Jutta Hildegard received not only a
rudimentary education but also physical, psychological, and spiritual nurturing. Being
just a child when she came under the care and tutelage of Jutta, Hildegard naturally
developed a close attachment to her, probably both as a daughter for a mother, as well as
a student for a beloved teacher. According to her Vita, it was to Jutta that Hildegard first
revealed her visionary experiences and it became Jutta’s mission to guide Hildegard on
her spiritual path. Gloria Durka describes their relationship as “magistra (teacher) and
anamchara (soul-friend).”145 Durka recounts:
One of Hildegard’s biographers, the monk Godfrey, described the time Hildegard
spent with Jutta as a period of kairos – that is, a time of paschal journeying with
Christ, so that “she might rise with him to the glory of eternal life” (Silvas, “Life,”
145

Gloria Durka, Praying with Hildegard of Bingen (Winona, MN.: Saint Mary's Press, 1991), 37.

57

Tjurunga, volume 29, p. 23).146
As abbess, Jutta became Hildegard’s appointed leader but during their twenty-four years
together she grew to be a soul-friend as she watched her protégé develop in strength,
wisdom, and virtue. As soul-friends Jutta and Hildegard would have affirmed the spiritual
gifts of each other and rejoiced in the humble recognition of God’s presence in and
around them. It is without doubt that they shared their spiritual selves for we know that
one of the most significant services Jutta performed was to put Hildegard in contact with
the monk Volmar, who not only promoted her visionary work to the church but also
continued and broadened her education becoming her secretary, confidant, and friend for
the rest of his life (and much of hers) until his death in 1173.147
The friendship that developed between Hildegard and the monk, Volmar, was
multi-faceted. Secretary, confidant, and human and spiritual friend, it was this humble
monk who encouraged her to begin her first major work, the Scivias. It was Volmar who
was instrumental in bringing her work to the attention of those individuals who would
give sanction to her writing. He encouraged her and transcribed for her as she relayed her
visions and understanding of them.148 The loving friendship between Volmar and
Hildegard was reciprocal. In her personal correspondence we have a letter from Volmar
to Hildgard dated in 1170. At that point in time Volmar had been with her for more than
thirty years. In the letter Volmar contemplates the possible death of Hildegard and the
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terrible loss that it will be to the Church, to the world, and to himself. His love for her
becomes clear as he writes:
Although, now, sweet mother, we are privileged to see you every day with fleshly
eyes, and hear you with fleshly ears, and can cling to you daily (as is proper) and
understand that the Holy Spirit speaks to us through you, we still have no doubt
that at some time, as it pleases God, you will be taken away from us, and that
henceforth, we will no longer see you with our fleshly eyes, for there is no man
that “shall live, and not see death” [Ps 88.49]. But this is a matter that we cannot
even mention. When that time comes, our grief and woe will surpass the joy we
now feel . . . Who will offer revelations of things past, present, and future? Who
will expound the nature of creation in all its diversity? We know that God’s grace
has bestowed these capacities upon you along with a sweet and humble character
and a heart that pours out eternal affection on all around you.149
Of course, at the time this letter was written, Volmar was completely unaware that he
would pre-decease her by six years, so it would be she who would endure the loss of this
beloved friend and son as one who had, herself, been orphaned. Hildegard expresses this
sense of deep loss in a letter written to Abbot Ludwig after Volmar’s death where she
asks the abbot for his assistance in reviewing a book that Volmar had helped her write.
She also thanks him for his sympathy and understanding in her time of need. She writes:
Gentle father, I give thanks to God, and to you, because you deigned to
sympathize with me, a poor little form of a woman, in my infirmity and pain.
Now, like an orphan I toil alone to do God’s work because my helper has been
taken away from me, as it pleased God.150
While Hildegard and Volmar’s friendship was the longest in terms of time spent with
each other, there was one other friend that Hildegard mentions in her writing. This other
great friendship was with a young sister who was with her at the monastery in St.
Rupertsburg. Richardis von Stade was Hildegard’s close companion and assisted in
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producing some of her work. Some of Hildegard’s most impassioned letters revolve
around this young nun mainly in opposition to Richardis’ election as abbess to another
monastery in a distant diocese. Hildegard feels betrayed and deserted by this sudden
change in circumstance and writes letter after letter in protest.151 These extant letters are
too many to recount here but one excerpt from a letter written to Richardis creates a vivid
picture. The letter is poignant and heart-rending allowing us to see the deepness of
Hildegard’s feelings along with her final acceptance of that which she cannot change –
Richardis’ departure from St. Rupertsburg. Hildegard is bereft as she writes:
Daughter, listen to me, your mother, speaking to you in the spirit: my grief flies
up to heaven. My sorrow is destroying the great confidence and consolation that I
once had in mankind. From now on I will say: “It is good to trust in the Lord,
rather than to trust in princes” [Ps 117.9] . . . Now, let all who have grief like
mine mourn with me, all who, in the love of God have had such great love in their
hearts and minds for a person – as I had for you – but who was snatched away
from them in an instant, as you were from me. But, all the same, may the angel of
God go before you, may the son of God protect you, and may his mother watch
over you. Be mindful of your poor desolate mother; Hildegard, so that your
happiness may not fade.152
Hildegard’s emotion is clear but a greater grief is to come when unexpectedly, after
taking up her new position as abbess, Richardis dies. In response to a letter from
Richardis’ brother, Hartwig, the Bishop of Mainz, informing Hildegard of Richardis’
death, we find again testimony to Hildegard’s feelings toward her spiritual daughter and
friend. According to Joseph Baird, “nothing displays the magnificence of this gracious
lady better than this brief letter.”153 The following excerpt from her letter to Hartwig,
Archbishop of Bremen, validates his statement:
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O how great a miracle there is in the salvation of those souls so looked upon by
God that His glory has no hint of shadow in them. But He works in them like a
mighty warrior who takes care not to be defeated by anyone, so that his victory
may be sure.
Just so, dear man, was it with my daughter Richardis, whom I call both daughter
and mother; because I cherished her with divine love, as indeed the Living Light
had instructed me to do in a very vivid vision.
God favored her so greatly that worldly desire had no power to embrace her. For
she always fought against it, even though she was like a flower in her beauty and
loveliness in the symphony of the world . . . Now you, dear Hartwig, you who sit
as Christ’s representative, fulfill the desire of your sister’s soul, as obedience
demands. And just as she always had your interests at heart, so you now take
thought for her soul, and do good works as she wished. Now, as for me, I cast out
of my heart that grief you caused me in the matter of this my daughter. May God
grant you, through the prayers of the saints, the dew of His grace and reward in
the world to come.154
From her body of work, we know that Hildegard viewed the world and all creation,
especially human beings, as imbued with the “Living Light” of God. From Hildegard’s
letters, as well as commentary by those who knew and wrote about her life and
relationships, there exists a consistency of speaking about God as a presence within each
relationship. Hildegard’s thought here, that God was evident and an integral part of every
element to be found in the cosmos advocates not only for a sacramental view of the
created world but also for a sacramental view of friendship.

Teilhard de Chardin
His Context
At the beginning of her book, Spirit of Fire, Ursula King writes that the life of
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin was one of “passionate intellectual and spiritual
adventure…full of expeditions, travel, and exploration, of relentless questioning and
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searching for new answers, a life full of extraordinary action accompanied by deep
reflection and sustained by fervent faith.”155 One could hardly find a more apt description
of this incredible individual whose unassuming and humble ways drew others to him, yet
whose genius only few would know during his lifetime. Teilhard was scientist, priest,
mystic, friend, spiritual advisor, and prolific writer. He was in love with the world and all
created life and with the God who created it, a God whose living spirit and rhythmic
energy suffused it all. King tells us that the events of his life and the pattern of his
thought were always intertwined, and that his deep capacity to give and receive love, and
his extraordinary faith amid trials and suffering, prove him to be a very special human
being indeed.156 The following brief synopsis of his life will give context to the ways in
which his worldview developed as well as the deep bonds he formed with the people in
his life.157
Marie Joseph Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (referred to as just Teilhard in his later
years) was born on May 1, 1881 in Sarcenat, France. He was the fourth of eleven children
born into a family of affluence and a noble lineage of the Auvergne. Teilhard had a happy
childhood within a large and loving family that included cousins, aunts, and uncles. The
children were educated at home in their early years. His father, as an amateur historian,
fostered a love of natural objects - rocks, flora, and fauna - in Teilhard. His mother, a
woman of deep faith, taught the children catechism in the early years and was the first to
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influence Teilhard’s spirituality.158
The de Chardin children spent many happy hours in the outdoors and it was in the
volcanic hills of the Auvergne that young Pierre first experienced what he called the
“crimson glow of matter.”159 Consistently troubled by the insecurity of life, he found
himself strangely attracted to things that seemed permanent and lasting. While testing
things for its permanence he became attracted to the solidity of stones leading him to his
lifelong passion as a geologist.
At the age of eleven Teilhard continued his studies in a more formal way at the
Ecole Libre De Notre-Dame, a Jesuit-run school, and a leading French educational
institution in the natural sciences. Proficient in science, Latin, Greek and German he was
noted as a model pupil of great piety.160 Feeling a call to the religious life, Teilhard
entered the Jesuit novitiate in Aix-en-Provence when he was not quite eighteen years old.
While engaged in his priestly formation he spent four years in England. These years
became a critically formative time in his life for it was there that he experienced an
initiation of sorts into the cosmos.161 King tells us that: “His inner attraction to the great
forces of nature, so deeply rooted in earlier childhood experiences became so immensely
strong that it awakened in him a vibrant cosmic consciousness – an experience of such
intensity that he felt divine vibrations running through all things.”162 This was an
exhilarating yet troubling time for Teilhard as he began to experience a tension between

158

Ibid., 5.

159

Ibid., 7.

160

Ibid., 12.

161

Ibid., 15.

162

Ibid., 17.

63

his attraction to nature and his spiritual perfection. Teilhard was wisely instructed to
continue with his scientific studies and combine them with his religious life rather than
abandon one for the other, so Teilhard continued to pursue his interest in rocks and his
formation as a priest.163 In doing so he soon became aware of a vibrant sense of a strong
nature mysticism that was to remain with him all his life. According to King it was this
“joy of seeing and feeling something so powerful beneath and beyond ordinary existence
that shaped in him a vision he would never lose.”164
In 1905 Teilhard was sent from England to Cairo, Egypt to do his teaching
internship. His three years spent in Egypt were deeply formative for Teilhard, as it was
here that he developed his great attraction to the desert and the East.165 He then returned
to England to complete his theological studies in Hastings and was ordained in 1911.166
In 1915 Teilhard was called up for service in the war as an army chaplain. The
powerful impact that the war had on Teilhard is recorded in the letters written to his dear
friend and cousin Marguerite. It was here, surrounded by the horrors of war, that his
mystical vision of seeing the world’s evolution unfolded. His correspondence and essays
written during this time reflect many of the seminal ideas that Teilhard would develop in
his later years.167
After the war Teilhard secured a post teaching geology at the Institut Catholique
in Paris. In April of 1923 Teilhard received an invitation to go to China to assist Father
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Emile Licent, a brother Jesuit, in classifying the remains of some fossil mammals that had
been discovered on expedition. While in China Teilhard participated in a number of
expeditions and after a year of scientific work, he returned to his teaching post in Paris.
168

It was during this time that some of his theological work reached Rome. The Roman

censors and the authorities of his own order were severely critical. Although restricted by
the church from publishing any theological work, Teilhard continued to write and
returned to travel with Licent on scientific explorations across China. It was during this
time he wrote his book The Divine Milieu and was able to work on his most important
treatise, The Human Phenomeno.169 After China, Teilhard spent a number of years
traveling extensively throughout England, Africa, and the United States seeking a place
to call home.170 In 1951 he accepted a research position with the Wenner-Gren
Foundation in New York where he lived and worked until his death on April 10, 1955.

His Sacramental Worldview
Teilhard’s legacy to the world lies not only in what we have through his scientific
work but even more importantly in what has been left to us in his collection of
theological and philosophical writings. While Teilhard’s writings are often abstract and
always complex making them difficult to read and easy to misunderstand, what can be
concluded with some certainty is the sense that all throughout his life, Teilhard felt that
he had seen and experienced something breathtakingly new. King tells us that in this new
vision Teilhard saw God as Christ in all things, coming together in three dimensions: “the

168

King, Spirit of Fire, 96.

169

Ibid., 111.

170

Ibid.

65

cosmic, the human, and the Christic.”171
Through Teilhard’s search for some consistency to the universe he experienced
evolution in such a way that he was able to see God infused in all matter which expressed
itself in a world on fire; this metaphor of fire is a common thread through all his
essays.172 In tandem with this, Teilhard also used the symbol of the “heart” to represent
this fire. It was Christ’s heart that became for him the powerful image of God’s life
pouring out over all creation, the fire of divine love that pulses through the whole
universe.173
This mystical vision was not gained through extraordinary mystical trances or
otherworldly ecstasies but through a waking awareness apprehended through his senses.
He perceived through sight, sound, taste and touch the spiritual essence of things; all
matter was aglow with the essence of God. Somehow through this awareness he came to
“see” that human beings needed to be enflamed and energized by a collective cosmic
consciousness which meets God through the “abundant, beautiful, and awesome realities
of the earth, even though God is also distinct from creation.”174 For Teilhard, the figure of
Jesus Christ, is not only human and divine but also the organic center of the entire
cosmos. Present everywhere through God’s creative action, Jesus Christ is the “universal
element” and the heart and soul of the world.175 According to Kathleen Duffy this
Cosmic Christ is both immanent and transcendent. She explains:
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Immersed within the emerging universe, Christ guides the cosmos as it ascends
from one critical point to another on its path toward integration; up ahead in the
future Christ encourages the cosmos to overcome its inherent resistance to
unification. As a consequence of Christ’s immersion, the world is filled with
Divine Energy and is thus a true sacrament of Divine Presence; as a consequence
of Christ’s emergence, the world is continually being created, allured toward
higher levels of convergence by the personalizing and unifying presence of
Omega, the Cosmic Christ.176
Teilhard’s ability to “see” things extended to both scientific as well as spiritual matters.
This particular brand of mysticism drew him to the beauty of the earth and through this
beauty he acquired what Kathleen Duffy describes as a “ keen sensitivity to the divine
presence alive and at work in the evolutionary process as well as in his own life.”177
Integrating the various aspects of his scientific and religious life, he came to know a God
who was present in the smallest particle of matter, who participated in a loving and active
relationship with human beings, and yet who was also the invisible source of all we
experience with our senses.178

Teilhard on Love and Friendship
For Teilhard love, in all its many forms, is primarily energy. Love is energy
because it has an ability to do work, it accomplishes things. Love makes a difference,
transforms people, changes them. Love is the energy source that God has put into all
things in order to keep the evolutionary process moving forward. It would be impossible
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to dissect and detail all of Teilhard’s thinking on love and its importance in the evolution
of humankind but we can glean the importance it had for him personally through the
friendships he cherished in his own life. Teilhard believed in love, albeit a love that was
always connected to his cosmic vision of God. Louis Savary and Patricia Berne tell us
that for Teilhard love is an energy doing important work for our planet. The work of love
energy is intended to keep the human family evolving. This is God’s project in which we
are to be fully involved as active participants. Teilhard, seemingly other-worldly at times
was also grounded to the earth and rejoiced in the immediate blessings of love –
experiences of joy, happiness, closeness, affection, fulfillment, security, a sense of
belonging, esteem and self-actualization.179 Love in its many facets involves individuals
in all stations of life, married partners, parents and children, and especially friendship. It
is friendship that perhaps is the most universal form of love, because no one is excluded
from the love of a friend. Being married or living a solitary and celibate life does not
exclude the love of a friend. Affluence or poverty does not exclude the love of a friend;
neither does age, health, or physical challenges. This form of love is open to everyone
without prejudice and while there are certainly people who do not have friends, no one is
denied the opportunity to seek and find friendship should they desire it.
Teilhard had many friends throughout his lifetime and was a beloved friend in
return. He had close friendships with a number of women and men and spent
considerable time visiting and corresponding with them. Ursula King lists several of
Teilhard’s most well-known and close friends as his cousin Marguerite Teilhard
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Chambon, the philosopher Léontine Zanta, Solange Lemaitre, Ida Treat, Rhoda de Terra,
and the American sculptor Malvina Hoffman. 180 Volumes of Teilhard’s letters have been
published, made available by those who were their recipients. These letters have been
invaluable in providing insight into Teilhard’s life and thinking, his manner of working,
his travels, and often include his practical and spiritual advice.
However, of special note is the deep friendship that Teilhard shared with the
American sculptor, Lucille Swan. According to Ursula King, their letters to each other are
a unique collection of correspondence that express a great and unusual love, a love that
nourished and strengthened much of Teilhard’s thought but also a love that was not
without its difficulties.181 The letters tell a beautiful and moving story about human love,
“a love inextricably intertwined with another love, the love and search for God.”182 The
friendship began at a dinner party in 1929 in Peking and their correspondence continued
through their absences and travels lasting until his death in New York City in 1955.
Lucile was an artist familiar with the bohemian set in New York. A few years
younger than Teilhard she came to China looking for a sense of direction, for a meaning
to her life and her creative work. She had turned away from traditional religion but
retained a deep spiritual longing which she felt resonated with Teilhard’s words and
vision. Their conversation and friendship grew in intimacy and closeness during the time
they spent in China. King tells us that Lucile’s house became a home away from home
for Teilhard. When in Peking he went there every day for tea and they often enjoyed long
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walks around Peking together. 183 We find the first strong declaration of Teilhard’s love
for Lucile in a letter dated March 9, 1934 where he replies to a letter from her. According
to Teilhard, reading it was “one of the most precious minutes” of his life. He wrote:
You have entered more deep than ever, as an active seed, the innermost of myself.
You bring me what I need for carrying on the work which is before me; a tide of
life. . . . You and I, we are two wild birds on the Mother Earth. Maybe, for years,
our paths are going to run close to each other. May be also, the wind is going to
separate our external ways. . .. And be patient (even with yourself), peaceful and
happy. – I know that what is born between us is to live forever.184
When Lucile left Peking for the United States after 1941 Teilhard wrote:
I miss you in my heart – and in my mind too. I was thinking in you, and through
you – you know it. And because you are not here, I have sometimes the feeling
that my thoughts do not mature in the same way as before, when I could search
myself in you.185
We know through her own letters that Lucile longed for a fuller giving in their
relationship, a complete union not just spiritual love and friendship; however, Teilhard’s
loyalty and faithfulness belonged first to God, something that Lucile came to understand
over time. Ursula King tells us that their spiritual intimacy grew so great that he allowed
Lucile to read his private notebook, which perhaps no one else ever saw during his
lifetime. Their relationship was one of mutual love and incredible respect. King writes:
Teilhard taught Lucile to share his vision and look deeper into things. He gave her
ever so much in their many talks on God, love, and life. She reciprocated by
giving her best to him, convinced that over the years her efforts had greatly
enriched their friendship.
Even through doubt and sacrifice Teilhard always remained faithful to his vocation as a
priest, to his vow of chastity, and his vision of God and the world. Ultimately both
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Teilhard and Lucile believed that their physical discipline in restraining themselves from
any physical involvement would actually make their relationship stronger. In the
following excerpt from a letter dated August 1938, Teilhard expressed in a beautiful way
what had grown between them:
You can and you must help me to go on straight ahead, by giving me light and
warmth. Keep me alive on Earth, whilst I try to bring you closer to God. This
seems to me to be the meaning and the definition of our mutual union. Make me
more myself as I dream to make you reaching the best of yourself. . .. And thank
you, so much, for forgetting as you do, for me, what you might naturally expect,
but what for higher reasons, I cannot give you. I love you so much the more for
this ‘renouncement.’ And there is nothing I will not do for you, in order to repay
you.186
While most of his published letters are concerned with his work or his travels it is King’s
opinion that the letters between Teilhard and Lucile reveal, more than any of the others,
Teilhard’s capacity for love and intimate friendship. King asks:
Is this fire of spiritual love, fueled by the joy of creation and adoration, not the
highest love humans can attain to, capable of transforming the world and
transcending death? What a great and precious gift for Teilhard and Lucile to
have known and lived such a love.187
I find it interesting that as part of the original footnote to this ending of King’s article on
Teilhard and Lucile, King asks if perhaps one can describe their relationship as an
example of spiritual friendship for our times. King notes that the richness of these letters
invites serious study and reflection, perhaps even a fuller biography of Lucile Swan, but
certainly a new interpretation of Teilhard’s writings on “the Feminine,” which places
such a central role in his thought on love as a unitive force in the world. What is
undisputable is the evidence of the importance of love for humanity and its evolution that
is found in one of Teilhard’s most famous quotes:
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The day will come when, after harnessing space, the winds, the tides, and
gravitation, we shall harness for God the energies of love. And on that day, for the
second time in the history of the world, we shall have discovered fire. ("The
Evolution of Chastity," in Toward the Future, 1936, XI, 86-87).188
It is clear that Teilhard saw love as the most powerful force of God in the universe. His
letters to Lucile are evidence of God’s integral place within his deeply cherished
friendship with her. And, if we agree with Leonardo Boff that sacraments take shape in a
process of encounter, then the evolution of their relationship supports the idea that
friendship can be sacramental.

Friendship as Sacrament
It is true that Teilhard and Hildegard were separated by eight hundred years of
time, culture, and science. Keeping in mind their contexts, it is noteworthy to discover a
number of particular similarities in their vision of a sacramental world where all creation
is alive with God’s energy and in the ways in which this became apparent to each.
Revelations come to both Teilhard and Hildegard in a manner of “seeing.” These
disclosures are waking moments of monumental insight. Both just “see” things in an
enhanced way, beyond normal human vision. These insights are experienced through the
senses of sight, touch, taste, smell, color, and sound. The symbols of fire, the heart, light,
colors of crimson and gold and green are found in the language that Teilhard and
Hildegard use to describe their experiences of God’s presence and energy in the world.
Shown in the artwork of Hildegard and the words of Teilhard, it is Christ’s heart that
pours out God’s love on all creation. Both felt that this generative love was especially
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poured out on human beings. This gift of seeing all creation as imbued by God’s energy
gives rise to taking this sacramental world view, that God is present in everything, and
applying it to their lived experiences with others and in the friendships they enjoyed.
God calls each human being to life, to holiness and to intimacy but we never
come to God in a vacuum. One of the ways our intimacy with God is critically formed is
through relating body, mind, and soul to other human persons. God’s love is operative in
every experience of shared authentic human love. According to Carmen Caltagirone love
is not something we “make”; it is a person. “Love is not ‘out there,’ apart from us. Love
is in us to renew us constantly, to energize us and put us in touch with the very core of
life by putting us in touch with one another.”189 Caltagirone goes on to explain:
The awesome ability of love to transform the very stuff of our lives can only
originate in a source that is beyond the here and now. God’s love transcends time
and space. It is agape love, love that arises from God’s graciousness; it is freely
given and unconditional. In agape love, we love because the other person is; we
love because of the be-ing of the other.190
We can only understand human love within the context of the love of a passionate God.
God is a not only a personal God who is deeply involved in our individual lives but also
interpersonal, existing in each one of us but most especially between us in our
relationships with one another. Wherever pure, selfless love is shared, we experience
God.191 Like Leonardo Boff, Caltagirone believes that all aspects of the human condition
are revelatory. Life is studded with moments of awesome recognition of the presence of
God within certain experiences. God does not operate in a vacuum but in and through the
wonderful, messy dimensions of our created world. God is not only present in the world
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in general but with each of us in a personal way, here and now. Jesus promised that he
would be with us always. As individuals we are the embodiment and the fulfillment of
that promise by being living sacraments of his presence for one another.
We know that a sacrament is a symbol that offers us an experience of God in our
own space and time. This symbol makes present that which it points to and if we are open
to it, may affect us deeply and change us “because through them the presence of God
emerges in our human lives and is intensely experienced.”192 God draws human beings
toward God’s own self and so it is through a sacramental world that we can experience
God. Our genuine friendships are sacraments because they are an embodiment and an
expression of the reality of God’s love. Caltagirone explains:
The point of sacramental encounter is that point at which the divine and the
human meet. Put simply, God uses our human relationships to reach us; we
experience him by loving and being loved by another. God reveals himself to us
in the real life presence of those around us. The awesome ecstatic truth is that the
all-loving God is truly present and active here and now in those to whom we
relate in friendship.193
Gerald O’Mahoney illustrates for us something similar when he describes how persons
coming together with each other can be reciprocal manifestations of God:
You and I, disciples of Christ are sacraments, because our vocation is to make
people who look at us say ‘Ah, now I see what God is like.’ We together can be a
living and visible sign of the God that we can see (through Christ), but that the
world cannot see.194
The basic mission of the Christian is sacramental in that we are called to be the healing,
tender, loving, ongoing presence of Christ in the world. Sacramental human experiences
include the actions of those we call friends and have a value beyond the experience itself.
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They do not have to be monumental or mysterious occurrences but can be found in the
simple things we encounter in a relationship. To illustrate, Caltagirone and Boff use both
everyday examples of encounter such as a bear hug, an understanding look, sharing a
beverage, a walk together, a special card or letter, the gift of a candle just at the right
time, and even sometimes a painful confrontation. Through these actions we grow closer
together and in doing so come to know God better. In his work Spiritual Friendship
Aelred of Rievaulx uses scripture to endorse this belief that true friendship is unalterably
interrelated to God:
. . . friendship is a stage bordering upon that perfection which consists in the love
and knowledge of God, so that man from being a friend of his fellowman
becomes a friend of God according to the words of the Savior in the Gospel: ‘I
will not now call you servants, but my friends’.195
Every person who has ever loved another human being has some insight into the reality
of Christ, for in all God’s magnificent wonder, God chooses to reveal himself through
human persons.196
In friendship can be found gifts of grace and mystery. We come to know it as a
gift from God because it is organic, we do not cause it to happen and try as we might, we
cannot truly analyze it but can only live within it and experience it. Friendship is sweet
and beautiful and so speaks to us about the sweetness and beauty of God. Within true
friendship God’s grace flows from one heart to another coming in various forms such as
intimacy, presence, compassion, reverence, and faithfulness.
One of the most profound ways our understanding of God is deepened is through
presence. Mystics have written volumes about the felt sense of God’s presence. To be
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truly present to another is to offer ourselves simply and freely, exactly who we are, in
times of joy and most especially in times of affliction and sorrow. Presence speaks of
caring and loving without words and can never be exhausted as words or actions often
are. There are many people in our lives with whom we enjoy just being. Some are
comfortable like an old shoe where no words are actually necessary, in some people’s
presence we grow and feel especially good about ourselves, in some we find a holy
presence in which we can heal and be uplifted. In the presence of another there is a
wealth of energy flowing from God. Jesus spoke of presence when he said at the end of
his earthly ministry: “I am with you always.” (Matthew 28:20) One of the ways we
encounter this ever-present spirit of Jesus is through the presence and intimacy of
another.
The sacrament of friendship involves not just presence but an intimacy as well.
This intimacy involves an open, deeply personal sharing of self, a radical trust of the
other, and a willingness to reveal our very soul. This form of intimacy is not necessarily
of a physical nature but more aptly described as a steadfast fidelity and an acknowledged
mutual, vulnerability.197 To relate human intimacy with romance alone would be to limit
all its possibilities. When we open ourselves up to intimacy with another, we carry with
us forever a part of those with whom we have shared that intimacy; they become firmly
woven into the fabric of our lives. It takes courage to enter into an interdependent
relationship, and usually not done lightly, for we recognize in those moments our
incompleteness as individuals and admit our need for others. When we dare to reveal our
deepest thoughts with another, we enter into intimacy. Only a few people in our lives
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have access to the very center of who we are, few know the secrets of our innermost self.
We speak of our worldly goals and aspirations to acquaintances, but we tell the secrets of
our heart to soulmates, and God is truly present here. Caltagirone writes:
We find fulfillment in intimacy, not because of some magic, but because
whenever two people enter into human intimacy, God is operative in a very
special way. The essence of God’s revelation can be found in human intimacy
because in such a relationship God is not an uninvolved third person, but is an
essential part of it.198
True intimacy goes farther than mere words and language can express. It is a mystery we
live which draws us to the God with whom we share in the ultimate and deepest mystery.
Too often we look for some sensational sign of God’s love when all we really have to do
is look to the person next to us. God intended for us to fall in love with one another. It is
in loving others that we become our best selves because we enter into the ultimate
experience, that of God himself. Our human loves are inexorably bound up with a divine
love for which we hunger from the moment we are born. Many may never come to name
that hunger but nothing less than an intimate relationship with God will satisfy it. Our
human relationships bring the God of our longing into better focus. If we are attentive to
the urging of the Spirit within us, our relationships will bring us to Christ himself.199
Aelred of Rievaulx also saw human intimacy as a way to intimacy with Christ:
So when all earthly affections have ben mastered and when all earthly desires
have been lulled to sleep, the mind finds delight in the kiss of only Christ, rests in
his embrace, exulting and saying: ‘His left hand is under my head; his right hand
shall embrace me.’200
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Conclusion
The Baltimore Catechism defines a sacrament as an outward sign, instituted by
Christ to give grace. This definition has been expanded in the revised Catechism of the
Catholic Church and in one of its sections reads: “Sacraments are ‘powers that come
forth’ from the Body of Christ, which is ever-living and life-giving. They are actions of
the Holy Spirit at work in his Body the Church. They are ‘the masterworks of God’ in the
new and everlasting covenant.” (CCC1116) Striving to delve deeper, this chapter has
discussed some of the ways these powers are made present to us.
Leonardo Boff reminds us that as human beings we live mind and heart in the
world as it is, so the way that we reach God is always together with the world and the
things of the world. The messages of the Spirit that the world carries within it are written
in all things and human beings are wired with the ability to read these messages. This
way of reaching God is always a sacramental experience and this is especially true for
people. Like-minded, both E. Schillebeeckx and Thomas Groome make it clear that we
become most powerfully aware of God’s presence among us through the lives of people.
These encounters with God are sacramental and the grace that radiates from them
becomes visible in the lives of the faithful. Because sacraments are relational, the grace
they impart works through ordinary, everyday occurrences and relationships and expects
our partnership. Thus, the concept can be presented that when human beings enter into a
true friendship, they become no longer merely human but something more - a sacrament
of God and God’s intelligence, love, mysteriousness, and goodness.
While eight centuries spanned the lives of Hildegard of Bingen and Pierre
Teilhard de Chardin, these two mystics shared a strikingly similar view of the world that
was sacramental, for they saw God present in all creation, and most especially in the
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precious nature of human beings. worldview, It was also their common view that God, as
the loving center of the cosmos, reaches out to share that love with humanity. One of the
ways this occurs is through friendship. Each of them experienced deeply intimate, loving
friendships that were both human and spiritual in nature. As all true love, the human love
of true friendship points to a divine love and makes present God’s reality. When viewed
in this way, within the context of God’s plan for us and God’s own desire for intimacy
with us, human friendships are sacramental. When the worldview of these two great
thinkers is applied to the domain of friendship, their life experiences, and the deep
friendships they shared inspire and support the idea that true friendship can be
sacramental as well.
The mystics are admired and held up as examples of faithful and loving friends of
God. How might Hildegard and Teilhard’s sacramental worldview influence our
understanding of the sacramental nature of friendship, and what might it accomplish for
us today? These two visionaries were chosen for this chapter specifically because they
shared such a strong sacramental view of the world. We know that both were immersed
in both the science and the spirituality of the world of which they were a part, which
might resonate with those seeking God in a postmodern world. Also, each left a legacy of
written material that, while often misunderstood and under-appreciated, includes
testimony to the deep spiritual friendships they shared with others. In recent years there
has been a renewed interest in the works and lives of these two remarkable individuals.
Their words seem to give a fresh perspective to those seeking a meaningful and personal
spirituality, offering us an understanding of God that is relatable to the twenty-first
century mind. Their example of the way they viewed all of creation as a sacrament of
God’s presence might also inspire in us a new respect, reverence, and sense of care for
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the earth and for each other. While Hildegard and Teilhard did not specifically write of
friendship as sacramental, the way they viewed creation and the importance of human
beings in the evolution of God’s plan for the cosmos helps us to embrace the sacramental
nature of true friendship. If we purpose ourselves to see the world as they did, imbued
with God’s presence, might not true friendship also be viewed sacramentally, as though
God’s presence is being communicated in some way? Recognizing that God can be found
in friendship may also help us to renew our sense of value to life where sometimes value
seems to be lacking, bringing hope for the future of the human family.
Lastly, if we concur that friendship has a sacramental quality, that God’s presence
is recognized there, it provides support for the premise that true friendship has a mystical
dimension. This would find resonance for those seeking ways to a deeper relationship
with God not in an unattainable way but in the very context of everyday living.
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Chapter 3
EXPLORING SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP

Spiritual Friendship as Incarnational

Introduction
The content of this chapter does not attempt to delve into the Incarnation in any
theological depth but rather to view it from a more humanist and practical perspective.
This perspective includes highlighting the role that friendship plays in God’s selfrevelation, at times even bringing God to birth in new and unforeseen ways. While some
background on the body-soul connection and incarnational thinking is helpful, the
evidence of an incarnational dimension to friendship is best shown in actual relationships
between individuals whose sharing of their hearts and souls revealed God to each other
and ultimately to the world. This paper highlights two such friendships, one from the
distant past between Frances de Sales and Jane de Chantal and the other more
contemporary between Teilhard de Chardin and Lucile Swan.
In the context of the chapter, understanding the doctrinal significance of the
Incarnation for Christians is foundational. This doctrine says that God became flesh, and
that historically that divine action became known in humanity to include the singular and
limited bodily life of Jesus.201 However, God’s self-disclosure is not only to be found in
the physical form of the person of Jesus but also as part of the creative story pouring forth
from the beginning of all time and continuing today in the manifestation and
Guy Sales, “Preaching Incarnation, Incarnational Preaching: The Witness of Limitation,”
Review & Expositor 114, no. 2 (2017): 220.
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personification of God’s spirit in the world. According to E. Schillebeeckx:
In and through his historically conditioned humanity, Christ is the revelation of
God in our midst. Thus he is the Word of God: God Himself the Son, speaking
personally to man in the man Jesus. A fellow man, who treats us person-toperson, is personally God, the son. Each truly human act of Christ is therefore a
word of God directed toward mankind more strongly so than the Old Testament
history of salvation.202
In Schillebeeckx’ last book of his three-volume Christological work, he focuses on the
lives of human beings and their association with God, especially as such a bond is made
visible in Jesus. According to Philip Kennedy, the fundamental significance of the book’s
title, Human Beings as the Story of God, is that: “humanity itself is numinous: human
existence is the primary cipher or symbol of the divine.”203 In the final chapter
Schillebeeckx claims that in the Bible humankind, or ‘the person’ as it were, is the
substitute of God on earth; God waits for us to be his story.204 Schillebeeckx maintains
that God’s revelation is said to have a sacramental structure in that the religious meaning
of a secular event presupposes a human meaning or significance; therefore, it is only in
profane, secular history that God is revealed and so “the human” is the medium of divine
revelation.205 This would then support the understanding that God is encountered in
people and their commonplace events of life, as it might be in the experience of a deep
and loving friendship. Schillebeeckx helps us to grasp a profound sacramental insight
disclosed by the Incarnation when he claims that the mystery of God is to be encountered
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in human life and creation. In effect, human love is an embodiment of God’s love and
human friendship can be an expression of God’s presence and desire for friendship with
humankind.206

Incarnational Thought and the Body/Soul Connection
In his piece on incarnational preaching, Guy Sayles draws on scripture and an
ancient Hebrew understanding of the body/soul connection. For the Hebrews, the term
“soul” was not an intangible essence confined in a physical container but a breathing
body that draws in oxygen and the breath-spirit of God’s own life: “Then the Lord God
formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of
life, and the human one became a living soul-a living being (Genesis 2:7).”207 Sayles
explains that according to this Hebrew understanding of the soul, “human beings are
souls more than they have souls, it is not so much that we have bodies as that we are
bodies.”208 As humans, all our experiences become enmeshed with our physicality
whether they be emotional, psychological, intellectual, or spiritual. They travel across our
bodily systems storing themselves somewhere in our physical selves and imbed
themselves in the synapses of our brains. Our lives are inescapably physical and for
Christians, God’s truest self-revelation is likewise embodied: “And the Word became
flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son,
full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14). The Christian understands this doctrine as the
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incarnation. God and human beings are one. As Sayles describes it
Jesus reveals God in skin and muscle, blood and bone. To see, hear,
and touch Jesus of Nazareth was to experience the divine in and through
the body of a first-century Palestinian Jew. In him, God becomes visible,
audible, and touchable.209
The following contemplates the likely experiences of Jesus as he lived as the
Hebrews understood it, as a body. As a baby Jesus must have felt content in the softness
of Mary’s arms while she cuddled him to keep away the night’s chill. When Joseph held
him close, Jesus must have felt the whiskers on his father’s cheek, probably running little
hands over the soft beard. He cried when he was hungry or wet and laughed when his
mother tickled his feet. He must have certainly chortled in joy when Joseph picked him
up to play and cried when he fell to the ground while learning to walk. He felt the
stinging pain of skinned knees while playing with his friends and possibly felt the
stirrings of desire and blushed when near a pretty girl as a teenager. As an apprentice
woodworker in his father’s carpenter shop, he surely felt the throb of pain in his thumb
when he missed the nail with the hammer. He caught colds and sweated through fevers,
had headaches, stomachaches, and heartbreaks. Jesus knew what it was to love and be
loved, feel confusion and uncertainty, experience anger and hurt, and knew the difficulty
of being kind and courageous. No doubt he became frustrated and worn out when
surrounded by those who disliked and attacked him. He knew hurt and betrayal as well as
the joy and grief of what it means to be a member of a family and have friends.210
As a body, Jesus showed God’s boundless love to the world. He wove divine
wisdom into words, broke bread to feed hungry bellies and famished spirits,
poured wine to gladden hearts, opened blind eyes and deaf ears with the touch of
his hands, took children into his arms and blessed them, knelt to wash the feet of
his disciples, wept tears over the death of his friend, sweated drops of blood as he
agonized in prayer over God’s will, was nailed to a Roman cross, had his side
209
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sliced open by a soldier’s spear, and died in naked shame in order to clothe our
shame with grace.211
Explained as such, incarnation does not only mean that God becomes known to us in the
life of Jesus; it also means that “in and with Jesus God somehow experienced the
vicissitudes of physical existence. Through Jesus, pleasure, pain and even death became a
part of God.”212 When speaking of incarnation we bear witness to both the ways in which
God experiences physical existence but also to the immense and complex implications of
“God’s creation of, presence in, and love for humanity.”213 We are able to know that God
cares for human beings and that we can trust God because Jesus urged his friends to take
into account that God feeds the birds of the air, clothes the flowers of the field and sends
sun and rain onto both the just and unjust in the world. God understands us when our
families do not because we saw Jesus’s own family misunderstand his seeming obsession
with the divine, thinking it was a threat to his well-being. We can discern that God
grieves with us and weeps with us because we know Jesus wept at the death of his friend,
Lazarus. As believers, we know God enters into our loneliness because Jesus’ closest
friends slept while he prayed through what was probably the most difficult night of his
life. The way Jesus dealt with each person in his life shows us how God responds to all
people. Sayles paraphrases Karl Barth when he says: “we discern his divine universality
through his scandalously human particularity. The unlimited love of God flowed through
his limited life.”214 Sayles again uses scripture to substantiate the claim that the
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incarnation occurred in Jesus in a way that was unrepeated in human history. “Whoever
has seen me has seen the Father (John 14).” Jesus’ incarnation is unique for he alone is
the image of the invisible God, yet incarnation does not occur exclusively in Jesus.
People, as created in the image and likeness of God, may also incarnate God in certain
ways. In John 14 Jesus promised his disciples that when the Holy Spirit came, he would
live in them:
I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you . . . On that day you will
know that I am in my Father and you in me, and I in you . . . Those who love
me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to
them and make our home with them. (John 14:18-24) 215
Jesus’ spirit now lives in the world through others. Sayles offers us thoughtful
incarnational wisdom in the following quote by theologian David Bentley Hart:
What is most mysterious and most exalted is also that which, strangely enough,
turns out to be most ordinary and closest to hand, and that which is most glorious
in its transcendence is also that which is humblest in its wonderful immediacy.216
Material things and ordinary life experiences may be sacramental, like bread and wine
becoming for us the body and blood of Christ, but persons have the potential to be
incarnational. Sacrament and incarnation are avenues of grace and channels of love
because God is abidingly present in them both.

Embodiment and Indwelling
Julia Meszaros argues that while a great deal of reflection has taken place on how
God dwells within the soul, not nearly enough has been offered to sufficiently explain the
implications of this indwelling for the Christian’s daily life. These implications are
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germane to understanding how friendship can be the expression of this very indwelling of
God in the human being. Like Sayles, Meszaros refers to the scripture to substantiate the
idea of divine indwelling as an intimate love relationship between God and the human
being. In the Gospel of John, she finds an assurance by Jesus that God makes his
dwelling with us, for ‘whoever loves me will keep my word, and my Father will love
him, and we will come to him and make our dwelling with him’ (Jn 14:21, 23).217
Meszaros also references Paul’s letter to the Corinthians to corroborate: ‘don’t you know
that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God lives in you?’ (1 Cor 3.16).
Simply stated, God loves and abides with humanity.
Meszaros takes Paul’s words further and distinguishes between God’s special
presence in the rational creature and God’s common existence in all created things. Using
Thomas Aquinas she draws on his understanding of how all creation participates in God’s
goodness but that God’s presence in the rational creature is as if he dwells within them as
in his own temple.218 Aquinas compares this indwelling to that of an ‘object known [. . .]
in the knower’ and that of ‘the beloved as in the case of a lover’.219 This mission of God’s
presence is the mission to the soul of the Son who was made flesh and dwelt among us
(John 1:1), and of the Spirit who was poured into our hearts (Acts 10:45) - a mission
whose effect is sanctifying grace. According to Aquinas, this grace can only be received
by a rational creature who can know God by faith and love God by charity.220 Meszaros
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simplifies:
While God is commonly present in all things regardless of their actions,
he dwells only in the rational creature, or the creature capable of actively
receiving sanctifying grace. God’s indwelling is thus tied to human action.221
To continue her discussion, Meszaros focuses on Caryll Houselander’s thinking on divine
indwelling. Houselander places the doctrine of divine indwelling at the very heart of her
own spirituality and speaks of God’s living presence being resident in all humanity. For
her, God’s presence in the human soul is unequivocally the presence of Christ. It is the
spirit of Christ that resides within human beings. Applying Houselander’s thinking,
Meszaros attempts to show how union with God can be accomplished through the
“seeming profanity and greatest hardships of ordinary life.”222
Houselander approaches the idea of divine indwelling specifically in the
concreteness of Mary and the mystery of the Incarnation. Through Mary’s “yes” God
satisfied the desire to make His home in her. In this way the doctrine of divine indwelling
refers to God’s humble entry into Mary’s human life. The “One” who is beyond suffering
has asked Mary for our human nature and now asks for the capacity to die, suffer, to be
vulnerable and to experience indifference, betrayal, and pain: ‘He who was wholly
sufficient to Himself asked Mary to give Him a heart that might be broken’.223 Thus, God
dwells in the human being not just in the delight of contemplative prayer but also in a real
sense through the messiness of day-to-day ordinary human work, suffering and love.
Looking through this lens of the Incarnation, it also suggests that God wants to act and
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suffer with us. Meszaros interprets it this way:
God’s presence in the human soul requires the human being to accept his or her
humanity in its entirety, for God’s sake. For – and this is, according to
Houselander, the sacramentality of the Christian life – whatever the graced
believer does, Christ Himself does, not merely with, but in him.224
For Houselander, God comes to dwell in the soul of the believer through entering into
and adopting his or her material life.225 Houselander understood incarnation by viewing it
through this prism suggesting that it is through the indwelling of God’s Spirit in the
physical being of women and men that Christ “toils and endures and rejoices and loves
and dies; in them He is increased, set free, imprisoned, restrained, in them He is crucified
and buried and rises from the dead.”226 The indwelling of the Spirit not only unites us to
Christ’s life, but as Houselander stresses, Christ’s life unites us with one another. If we
accept in faith that Christ dwells within ourselves, there is no other conclusion than to
imagine Christ’s presence in others (Mt 25). Houselander encourages and underlines the
importance of imagining and discerning Christ in ‘our own relations and our intimate
friends’, even recognizing the faults we have and less than perfect lives we live.227
Although Caryll Houselander wrote prior to the Second Vatican Council, we find
in her spirituality of divine indwelling strong references to what was coined in one of the
conciliar documents as the ‘universal call to holiness.’228 This call to holiness is for all
people without distinction and manifest in the fruits of the Spirit that are continually
being poured out by God on those who strive for charity in their daily lives. With Jesus as
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the model of all holiness, human beings are invited to follow this manner of living within
each one’s own personal path through life and within the personal gifts God has bestowed
(Lumen Gentium, Chapter 5).229 While particularly evident in the lives of the saints, this
holiness is not their purview alone. More often than not, there is something holy,
something divine, hidden in the lives of all people and in the most ordinary situations of
life.
The recognition of God’s presence in the soul has the power to affect our lives
spiritually and materially as it did in Houselander’s efforts to see and receive God in the
seeming banality of life and struggle of ordinary people. The doctrine of divine
indwelling, simply stated, is that God dwells within human beings through the Holy
Spirit and that Spirit works in and through us. When it does, we truly become “Godrevealing” of the Spirit that resides within. This revelation is made known in the world
through our daily living and human actions.

Friendship and Living an Incarnate Faith
All Cristian religion stands or falls on the belief in divine revelation; this
revelation became real, tangible, and visible in history through the person of Jesus
Christ.230 Dietrich Bonhoeffer identifies this visibility in the person of Jesus who
manifested God, not separate from but within the earthly, historical, quality of his
humanity. Bonhoeffer claims that the very reason we can even speak of God at all comes
229
For a more recent teaching on this theme see Pope Francis’ apostolic exhortation Gaudete et
exsultate (2018).
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from God’s self-revelation and this revelation of God’s personality, if it takes place at all,
must be historical. Bonhoeffer’s theology is strongly Christocentric. The whole of
existence is bound up in Christ alone, yet this is not just a one-off historical event. God’s
revelation is also a contingent revelation for God fully revealed himself in the person and
history of Jesus Christ. Human beings, as created in God’s image and likeness, have an
ability to mirror the goodness and love of God. When the Holy Spirit is allowed to work
in and through our lives, God continues this self-revelation through the personal history
of each believer.
In his paper on Ignatian spirituality as an incarnational spirituality, Fr. Emmanuel
da Silva e Araújo cites the conciliar document, Gaudium et spes, to reinforce the
importance and meaning of the Incarnation for the faithful. In that document it states:
Since human nature as He assumed it was not annulled, by that very fact it has
been raised up to a divine dignity in our respect too. For by His Incarnation the
Son of God has united Himself in some fashion with every human being (22).
Explaining further, Araújo states that: “God lives humanly in Christ, and is united to
every human being, even those who still do not know God explicitly, in such a way that
the Word lifts our human state, taking it on in his person.”231 God’s spirit binds us as one
as well as finds expression in humanity.
However, in order to live a faith which holds these statements to be true, we are
often faced with a dilemma that is as old as the ages: the denial, in practice, of the
Incarnation of the Word – not in heretical terms but in the way we act in our daily
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lives.232 Emmanuel Araújo quotes Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI) who writes:
At the very moment that we discover the corporality of the human being with all
the fibres of our existence, in such a way that we can only understand His spirit as
incarnate, in such a way that Christ is body, not has body, people try to save the
Christian faith by completely disembodying it, by taking refuge in a region of
‘mere’ mind, of pure self-satisfying interpretation, which seems to be immune
from criticism only through its lack of contact with reality. But Christian faith
really means precisely the acknowledgement that God is not the prisoner of his
own eternity, not limited to the solely spiritual; that he is capable of operating
here and now, in the midst of my world, and that he did operate in it through
Jesus, the new Adam, who was born of the Virgin Mary through the creative
power of God, whose spirit hovered over the waters at the very beginning, who
created being out of nothing.233
Araújo continues in the belief that Christians repeatedly profess their faith, but often
ignore any practical consequences of what it is they profess, in effect living what he calls
a “disembodied faith.”234 There is a tendency in this manner of practicing faith to seek the
miraculous or spectacular Jesus who is all-Divine and who is disconnected from human
reality. A great many believers can animatedly speak of Jesus’ miracles, the power to
cure and cast out demons, and even his temptations as being entirely spiritual. They find
it difficult to accept that Jesus was ever afraid or upset, that he experienced anguish when
confronted with his imminent death and that he questioned himself in the face of the
Father’s will. Taking this view pays little attention to the words directed at the first
Christians – ‘Why do you stand looking up toward heaven?’ (Acts 1:11). According to
Araújo, “these words send them back to the place of Christ’s Crucifixion in order to
begin sowing the seed of the Kingdom of God, incarnating themselves in the history of
their own people as their Lord had incarnated himself to the point of dying on the
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Cross.”235 What so often happens when confronted with living out the Kingdom is to
choose Jesus as God giving little credence to Jesus as man. By refusing to be embodied in
the miseries of history we alienate ourselves as Christians because, in effect, we deny the
humanity of the Lord. Araújo states that:
. . .we must not forget that the humanity of Christ – his way of living, his choices,
attitudes, words, feelings, relationships, the positions he took faced with real
situations, his way of dying – are the revelation of God among us. ‘And the Word
became flesh and lived among us’ (John 1:14), and from that moment ‘He is the
image of the invisible God’ (Colossians 1:15).236

Araújo continues with his firm conviction that professing faith in a God whose Word
became incarnate has to lead us to live a faith embodied in history. An authentic Christian
life is not just authentic interiorly. A Christian life must be lived out in an embodied
history, a radical opening up to the world as it were, because the God of Jesus, and our
God, took flesh and lived in our world among us. This revelation of God takes place in
the world even when God’s presence so often appears hidden and veiled, which can be
challenging, making it even more important for the Christian to live an embodied faith in
a specific reality. A lived faith is not limited to interior feelings and emotions that are
other-worldly and alien to our world but is most authentic where it practices love. For
Araújo, it is authentic only when it takes on a body in history – for the sake of love. One
very specific yet universal way this love realizes itself is through the actions and
expressions found within shared and loving relationships.
Recognizing that God is embodied in the human soul and dwells within all
humanity, not separate from but in the midst of the mundane circumstances and
occurrences of everyday life is to live an incarnate faith and provides a rationale for
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making the claim that God may also be found in friendship.

Incarnational Spirituality and Friendship
Of the many definitions of spirituality, Sandra Schneiders provides one of the
most encompassing when she says: Spirituality is “the experience of consciously striving
to integrate one’s life in terms not of isolation and self-absorption but of selftranscendence toward the ultimate value one perceives.”237 Again, specifically for
Christians, it embraces the belief that God is revealed in Jesus Christ and experienced
through the gift of the Holy Spirit. It is a conscious human response to God that is both
personal and ecclesial – it is life in the Spirit.238 Language often used to describe
Christian spirituality might sound something like: a journey toward God, exploring or
deepening a relationship with Jesus, meditation, contemplative prayer, or any number of
references to other religious practices. Within the margins of Christian spirituality there
are also distinct ways of practicing. Caryll Houselander’s spirituality embraced an
incarnational view whereby she saw God’s presence in the world through people.
The following highlights two other well-known spiritual practices that encompass
the premise that Jesus’ incarnation takes place daily within everyday life and that
friendship is a conduit for bringing God to birth in the world in uniquely powerful ways.

Ignatian Spirituality and the Friendship of Teilhard de Chardin and Lucile Swan
Probably one of the most well-known and popular forms of a Christian spiritual
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practice that embodies an incarnational view originated in the sixteenth century. It is a
Catholic spirituality founded on the experiences of the Spanish saint, Ignatius of Loyola,
founder of the Jesuit order. Known today as Ignatian Spirituality, its practices derive
from the contemplative experiences of this Spanish saint and are found in his Spiritual
Exercises. One key basic element of Ignatian spirituality is its incarnational character
calling the believer to find God in all things. This incarnational character places an
emphasis on the practical implications of God’s indwelling within the human soul, the
very thing Julia Meszaros finds so important in the daily life of the Christian. It is a
spirituality for everyday life that insists that God is constantly present in our world and
active in our lives. It is a pathway to deeper prayer, good decisions guided by perceptive
discernment, and an active life of service to others. Ignatian spirituality is rooted in the
conviction that God is active, personal, and—above all—present to us.239 It is a means of
living an authentic and incarnated faith in the world today. This form of spiritual practice
is not only desirable, but we are called as Catholic Christians to its relevance.
A portion of the previous chapter described the context within which the
friendship of Teilhard de Chardin and Lucile Swan evolved and spoke specifically to the
sacramental worldview of Chardin who possessed the special gift of being able to see
both scientific and spiritual matters as being imbued with God’s presence. His particular
brand of mysticism drew him to the beauty of the earth and through this beauty he
acquired what Kathleen Duffy described as a “keen sensitivity to the divine presence
alive and at work in the evolutionary process as well as in his own life.”240 With this
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being said, one is able to understand how Teilhard’s spirituality would be considered
incarnational. Those who have researched and written about his life have noted that as a
Jesuit, Chardin was deeply immersed in an Ignatian spirituality. For Teilhard, the figure
of Jesus Christ is not only human and divine but also the organic center of the entire
cosmos. Present everywhere through God’s creative action, Jesus is the “universal
element and the heart and soul of the world.241 Integrating the various aspects of his
scientific and religious life, Chardin came to know a God who was present in the smallest
particle of matter, who participated in a loving and active relationship with human
beings, and who was also the invisible source of all we experience with our senses.242
Ursula King writes of Chardin: “Possessing a vibrant spirituality and grounded as he was
in his Catholic identity, it seems only natural that Teilhard’s faith would be thoroughly
and consistently incarnational and Christocentric.”243 For Teilhard, the very center of his
spirituality and his mystical experience is his own deep awareness of, and intimate love
for, this ever greater, ever present cosmic Christ.244
In Spirit of Fire, Ursula King explains how Teilhard appropriated a cosmic
understanding of the incarnation that transcended the historical limitations of time and
place associated with the person of Jesus.245 For Teilhard the Cosmic Christ was and is
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the incarnational aspect of God, still evolving in tandem with the universe and present in
all things. In his mystical vision of the lumbering evolution of life on earth, he also saw
signs that helped him understand the place and value of human beings in the general
process of the vast cosmos. His own life was profoundly affected by people - his family,
fellow soldiers he encountered during his time in the war, his brother religious, and the
many friendships that developed over the course of adulthood. Cognizant of Teilhard’s
awareness of the importance of human beings in his own life as well as in the evolution
of the cosmos, coupled with his immersion into a Jesuit incarnational spirituality, one
could conclude that he sought to find God not only present in the world around him but
also present in each person.
Thankfully, Teilhard was a prolific writer who illuminated the importance of
these relationships in his life. Of his written works, several thousand of his letters have
been preserved. Two hundred of these letters between Teilhard and his life-long friend
Lucile Swan were published in 1993 and chronicle the growth of an extraordinary
friendship that began in 1929 and lasted until his death in 1955. These letters are long and
intimate and show a development of a deep love that helped them to see God in their own
lives through each other. The letters between Teilhard and Lucile present a captivating
story of a relationship built on honesty as well as deep affection, depicting two lives that
were enriched and changed by each other.
In her review of these published letters, Winifred McCulloch points out the
critical nature of the roles each one played in the other’s life during their time together in
China. Meeting daily for two years, Lucile became Teilhard’s inspiration with whom he
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discussed all his essays that later became his work The Phenomenon of Man.246 Teilhard
found her to be an excellent sounding board. Through their conversations and her
intellectual insight, he was able to test his thinking. She was a presence through whom
his thoughts and ideas could focus and evolve. She helped him to focus and to develop
his thoughts and ideas. Teilhard referred to this period as a time of constant presence and
mutual confidence.247 Teilhard was unable to publish his works during his lifetime under
edict by the Vatican, but he bequeathed them to Lucile under the instruction of his Jesuit
superiors. After his death, Lucile had them published, and so in the end it was Lucile who
brought Teilhard’s life work to the world.
For his part, Teilhard was instrumental in Lucile’s spiritual development as he
encouraged and guided her search for God and good in the world. His philosophical ideas
and spiritual vision challenged Lucile with views more alive than anything gained from
her early Episcopal upbringing and opened her to values more meaningful than what she
had experienced in the avant-garde art circles she had been part of in New York.248
Referring to Lucile’s journals, McCulloch explains:
Lucile’s letter and journal entries of 1934/35 show her efforts to break through
her inner resistance of her humanist background where people vaguely believed in
a greater force and hoped to do some work that could add to the general good in
the world. She found it difficult to fit Christ into religion. His concept, as we
know, was of a Cosmic Christ, animator of a world in process (2 January 1937).
But she pushed on, for Teilhard had “an inner strength and integrity that is
unique” (23 July 1934).249
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Their relationship was serendipitous for they found an energy in each other that resulted
in a deep attraction and filled a need each had at this particular time in their lives.
After their time spent together in China, they lost contact with each other for a
number of years but in 1953 reconnected when Teilhard moved to New York. It was then
that they recognized how much they had needed each other during the Peking phase of
their friendship. During the two years that ensued, their friendship and letters continued
and deepened. In his last letter to her written just eleven days before he died (30 March
1955), Teilhard professed his assurance in their abiding friendship and his confidence
that they would always be there for each other.250
Following are excerpts from their letters written during various periods of their
relationship. Each gives insight into the nature and depth of their friendship, their
personal struggles and the limitations of the relationship. Within them can be seen the
spiritual dimension that grounded them. (Note: I have italicized personal impressions and
comments in order to distinguish them from explanatory information taken from the book
of their letters.)

Letters During the China Phase (1933-1941)251
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin met Lucile Swan at a dinner party in Peiping in the Autumn of
1929. He was then forty-eight, a geologist, a French priest, and a Jesuit for thirty years.
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Lucile had just come to Peiping; she was then thirty-nine, an American sculptress and
portrait artist from Iowa. Lucile was immediately taken by Teilhard's gracious manner
and ardent faith: "For the first time in years I felt young and full of hope again." She
became part of the international community living in Peiping and met Teilhard at many
social gatherings. Eventually Teilhard began regular visits to Mrs. Swan's home for
afternoon tea. Teilhard's earliest extant letter to her is dated August 30,1932.
The following letter from Teilhard is light-hearted and its tone is clearly one of a
beginning friendship. Pleasantries are written and yet at the same time Teilhard begins to
share something very deep and personal with Lucile – the state of his soul.
A bord du Porthos, August 30th, 1932
Dear Lucile,
Tomorrow morning, we are in Hongkong, - and then, for me, China is behind, geographically, I mean - for, by the heart, I have not left Peiping, nor the small
studio under the green trees. - I hope that everything is external and internal smile,
for you; and that, gradually, more light, and more inspiration, will forever rise and
grow inside of you. - Useless to tell you how it has been sweet and strong for me
that our paths have been crossing and joining, so unexpectedly, where the East
ends for me and the West for you. God did it, I hope, so that we could have more
life for Him.
. . . I try to retake myself, and to think a bit, and to write. But who is living really,
in the bottom of my soul? - the christian, the pagan, or the man?
Yours ever, Pierre T. de C. (p. 3)

The following excerpts come from a time when Chardin was sitting each day as Lucile
sculpted his bust. It was an opportunity for them to expand their friendship since he talked
while she worked. In effect, his thinking aloud revealed facets of his personality that Lucile
tried to catch in the clay.
It becomes very clear in the following two letters that a friendship is deepening between
the two. The one issue alluded to within the text was that Lucile, coming as she was from
a non-Catholic background, found it difficult to understand Teilhard’s refusal to take
their relationship to a physical level, which is something Lucile desired. It is a point of
contention that comes up for her for a number of years and is shown in other letters.
Teilhard continues to explain in loving and gentle ways why this can never be for them.
Notice in the following letter how Teilhard explains what will be gained by them in their
friendship because of their sacrifice.
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Peiping, June 20th, 1933
Dear Lucile,
God bless you for your kindness and the treasure of your friendship. In return I
pray Him to make me a pure light for you. Don’t worry because I am wandering.
I think that, for being perfect (and esthetic . . .) a friendship has to be harmonized
so well with the conditions of both friends that it does not interfere with, but
achieve, the line of the life of each of them.
And I think also that it grows ever stronger and sweeter when both, at the price of
some sacrifices, are just helping each other to become closer to something divine
above. Be happy, -and goodbye
Yours, Pierre

Both of them refer to this time as a deepening of their friendship. During the Fall of 1937
when Pierre and Lucile were in Peking, they had a serious conversation which both
regarded as important and is referred to in the letters below
In the following letters their form of address to each other has changed to “Dearest”.
This will last for the remainder of their friendship. It is interesting and lovely to note that
their relationship was very down-to-earth. In the early growing stages of a relationship
there is often a sense of doubt and lack of confidence in the love and affection of the
other. This comes across clearly in the following two letters. Lucile lacks the confidence
at this point with Teilhard reassuring her all is well and even better! I believe Lucile
continues to struggle with her desire for a more physical relationship and wonders if this
has put a strain on their friendship.
Rangoon, Dec. 28, 1937
Dearest,
. . .We spent Christmas in Penang- and there I opened your letter, which was such
a joy for me: a joy, Lucile, because I felt that what is borne between us is growing
- and growing in such a way that nothing in the world can be a danger for its
growth. I feel sure that when I am back to you, in a few weeks, we will discover
that we are still closer to each other than we thought when I left. - I was glad too,
Lucile, to talk with you, the day you mean. And you must be sure that I will
always bless the opportunities for those "coeur a coeur'' talks. Have a happy new
year, dearest. It will not be a long time now, before I see you again. You will tell
me, in your next letter, what you think - and what you did achieve in your dear
little studio.
- It is so easy for me to see all these things - when I close my eyes. . .
-God bless you, dearest!
Yours, P.T.
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(From Lucile)
1 Ta Tien Shui Ching January 5, 1938
Dearest,
Your letter made me so very happy and proud when you say that I can help you
more and more!! But you also say you hope you can do as much for me. It always
seems to me so evident how much you give to me that it never occurs to me there
could be any question about it .. Dear, just because I sometimes want the whole
moon and cry because I cannot have it .. don't ever have any doubts about it, you
help me so much and have made life so rich and full .. and with things, or ideas,
that can never, never leave me. You must know this and the fact that after your
"retraite" and contemplation you still feel that you want and need my help, that is
enough, I pray and work to have more and more to give to you. (Yes, and to give
Him) but that seems so necessarily to follow the other, that one does not need to
say it. . . .Pierre, to know that you are is a grand thought .. and that you will be
coming back to me soon!! oh dear, you do make life very rich and full and happy.
No copies remain of Lucile’s two Chicago letters that are mentioned in the following letter
from Teilhard. It appears that she reopened one of their “pet discussions” – the physical
aspect of their relationship.

Teilhard continues to insist that their relationship is always more, always growing. He
depends on her as much as she depends on him. Again, we see how the relationship is
reciprocal. Each one is more concerned for the other and their welfare. In the letters
following he is clearly letting her know how important she is to him. She is his energy
and delight.
45 rue Monsieur
Paris, VII, February 1, 1939
Dearest,
I answer here your two letters from Chicago, 3 and 15 Jan. I answer you a little
late; but I have been specially busy, these two last weeks; so many people use to
come, now, even during the morning, in my room. Well, I liked very much your
letters - even that one which you did not like yourself- because it was so frank and
so true. You know it, Lucile. I am fully aware of your difficulties inside,
-- and sometimes anxious about my own responsibilities. The root of the whole
thing, we have discussed it often. I do not belong to myself, -- and consequently I
cannot give me entirely and exclusively to anybody. In some way, any love in my
life must keep and make me (as well as those who love me), not only more alive,
but free and freer, in an ever growing intimacy. Such things seem rather
contradictory. Yet, I still believe (and specially from our own experience) that
they are possible in a sufficiently rich and high atmosphere. So that my
conclusion would remain the same: let us go on, trying and building, more than
analysing and criticizing. Things are true when they are working. Whatever may
happen in the material part of our existence, something is born between us, which
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is stronger than any external conditions. Joy and unison are in a continuous
common discovery. Is that not true, dearest? . . . (p.126)

Paris, 11 July 1949
Dearest,
Well received, yesterday your sweet letter of July 7. Two things are particularly
true in your lines: the first one, that between us love is better; and the second one
that there are some things which you can give me alone . . .all that remains for us
to do is to go forward more and more steadfastly and with always more
confidence, toward the great luminous Center toward which our life consists in
converging. – Thank you again for all you gave me during these months ParisRome-Paris . . .Yours as ever, P.T. (p. 246)
All through these years and their many travels, letters flowed between them – his from
Paris, hers from New York. After Teilhard settled in New York, Lucile and he continued
to see each other and correspond.

New York, December 1, 1954
Dear Lucile,
Thank you, so much, for your letter of yesterday. – No, you had not given me any
wrong impression, when we met, last week. On the contrary, you were very
sweet, - and I found you such a strong friend to me. Yes, I count on you, too, just as you count on me. And, for smaller or bigger things, I am always here for
you, and I know that you are there for me. – Let us converge, you and me,
courageously and happily, toward the new face of God which attracts both of us. For this fascinating task of discovery I need you, - and I shall always do the
utmost for helping you. –
Good luck for your work! – and God bless you for all you did and are for me!
Yours, P.T. (p. 292)

After Christmas that year Teilhard apparently joined Lucile several times for tea. There
are no letters nor record of visits during the next three months but in her calendar, on
March 25, Lucile commented “wonderful visit.” The following undated letter was found
among Lucile’s papers.
In these last two letters one can see the lasting deep affection they continue to have for
each other. They also speak of the personal spiritual effects of their relationship. As
always, their care and concern for each other is obvious. This is especially true for
Lucile as Teilhard’s health is suffering as he battles depression and anxiety.
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(no date/perhaps March 28, 1955)
Dearest,
What a wonderful talk we had on Friday. I have been thinking of it so much specially about your "atomic theory". It is such a thrilling idea - and so very
possibly true and the key to a real Unity which would lead to the spiritual
awakening of which we dream. If you write anything on this subject please send
me a copy - and 1 hope we shall
talk about it again some day, when you feel like it. Dearest it makes me very sad
if 1 am partly the cause of your malaise. Don't let me be. You know 1have found
Peace and it is the thing I long for you more than anything else - the real Peace of
God's presence. If there is anything 1 can do to help you, please talk. You know I
am always here to do anything 1 can.
G.B.Y. Always
Lucile (p. 293)

The following letter was the last one written to Lucile just before his death on Easter
Sunday, April 10, 1955. In this letter he confirms for her the lasting nature of their
friendship.
New York, March 30, 1955
Lucile dear,
Merci, tant, for your letter (March 28)
Yes, stupidly enough, I am still nervous, - more nervous than I would, - than I
should be. And, at the same time, I need definitely your presence, your influence,
in my life.
I hope (I am sure) that things will gradually settle, “emotionally” speaking. – In
the meantimes, and as a minimum (or as a provisional “optimum”) we might try
to see each other at a rate of two-three times a winter. – In any case, we know,
both of us, that we “are always here” for each other. – Phone me any time you
like. – I will let you know anything important or interesting which may happen to
me. And I shall certainly see you before I leave New York for the summer. . .
God bless you for all you gave and give me!
Yours, very affectueusement, Pierre (p. 294)

In the front matter of this book of letters is an inscription. It is one sentence from
a letter written in 1950 from Teilhard to Lucile when transmitting a copy of his latest
essay “The Heart of Matter” for her to review. He tells her that he hopes she will like it
and writes: “These pages are an effort to express an internal evolution deeply impressed
by you.” The letters testify to the incredible gift of a friendship that was both temporal
104

and spiritual, where God became newly present not only to each of them as they grew in
faith and love, but also ultimately to the world through Teilhard’s work of which Lucile
was as necessary as Teilhard’s creative genius.

Salesian Spirituality and the Friendship of Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal
Another form of Christian spirituality with an incarnational quality came to birth
in the seventeenth century and grew out of a friendship of great renown between Francis
de Sales and Jane de Chantal. Described as intense and mutually creative, their
relationship began in the context of spiritual direction and deepened over the years,
shaping a vision of Christian life that remains fresh and life-giving today, more than three
hundred years later. During their years together they were able to realize their dream of
co-founding a community of women unique in the history of religious life and cultivated
an exceptional friendship that helped them fulfill their human potential while bringing
them each closer to God.252 Their spirituality was distinctive and incarnational and
continues today in a form of Christian humanism that revels in the glory revealed by God
who guides history in its path toward the perfection of love. God inserts into that history
the human being created in the divine image and likeness, whose fullness is the incarnate
Word, Jesus Christ, who is alive in the world today.253
It is not surprising that a spiritual school of thought with an incarnational
character would bloom during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. This
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period gives evidence of an incredible wave of Catholic reform heavily influenced by
Ignatian spirituality and Carmelite mysticism, yet it carried a thrust of its own and was to
be referred to in history as the French School.254 According to Philip Sheldrake one of the
most theoretically developed spiritual traditions during this time was associated with
Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal and came to play a large part in the renewal of a
devotional and practical spirituality.255 The following encapsulates the context from
which their lives were molded and their friendship developed.

Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal – Historical Context
Francis de Sales was born in 1567 in Savoy, France, and while receiving an elite
education at the Jesuit College in Paris, and studying law at the University of Padua, was
drawn to the priesthood resulting in his ordination in 1593. His priestly ministry focused
on missionary activity and ecclesiastical reform.256 After a period of missionary work in
Chablais he was sent as a diplomatic emissary to Paris where he came into contact with
the leading lights of the French spiritual Renaissance who gathered in the salon of
Madame Barbe Acarie. This group of individuals represented the contemporary streams
of Christian spirituality and Francis himself would, in later generations, come to be
known as one who represented the tradition of devout humanism.257 Following his time in
Paris he returned to Savoy and was ordained Bishop of Geneva in 1602. According to
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Wendy Wright, who is among those considered to be experts on the lives of Francis and
Jane, Francis was a charismatic preacher, noted writer and spiritual guide whose life was
marked by his gentle character and his accessibility.258 His preaching was said to be
“riveting and novel for its time.”259 He was a dynamic speaker whose preaching was
plain and direct, and whose teaching centered on the precepts of the love of God and
neighbor in such a way as to elicit a response or action from the hearers. Breaking from
the reasoned scholastic preaching common of the time, Wright tells us that “the assurance
with which he spoke and the authenticity of person that communicated itself to his
audience were overwhelming.”260 Francis’ writings were eminently popular not only
during his lifetime but continue their popularity today. These texts are a guide for those in
pursuit of a Christian life in a very human and believable way making it possible and
accessible to all Christians, something that had been only previously reserved for monks
and mystics.261 Most especially his work on the heart of God and humanity in The
Treatise on the Love of God, helps us to understand the source of his own mystical
experience as well as how this form of mysticism may be available to all who seek a life
in friendship with God. In 1604 Francis met Jane de Chantal, an event that would change
both their lives and according to Wendy Wright, “began one of the most fabled spiritual
friendships in the annals of Christian history.”262
Jane de Chantal was born in 1572, married when she was twenty-four and
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widowed in 1601 at the age of twenty-nine. Devastated by the death of a well-loved
husband, she carried out the duties and responsibilities as a mother of four children and as
the Baroness de Chantal. After the death of her husband Jane was unable to dispel the
overwhelming grief over her loss. Feeling drawn to a life of prayer and service to God,
she was caught between this burning internal desire and the taxing responsibilities of her
every-day life as a baroness. It was during this time that Jane came in contact with the
Bishop of Geneva as she and her father attended a series of Lenten sermons preached by
Bishop de Sales in Dijon.263 Their attraction was immediate; she, mesmerized by his
words that seemed to speak directly to her heart and he, by the enthralled gaze of this
lovely woman as she sat spellbound each evening directly beneath the pulpit. When
Francis questioned his host, André Frémyot, the Archbishop of Bourges and Jane’s
brother, about the woman who listened so attentively during his sermons, André was
happy to introduce them.264 Francis soon became her spiritual director, and it was not
long before this relationship of director and directee blossomed into a lasting friendship.
We read in the “Introduction” to the Letters of Spiritual Direction, that “this friendship,
born of their common love of God, was nurtured by their shared delight in each other’s
spiritual gifts and their mutual quest for perfection.”265 As this special earthly and
spiritual friendship developed over the next six years, the two of them came to discern
together not only Jane’s spiritual aspirations but also the formation of a project that
would speak to the dreams of both their hearts. This dream came to fruition in 1610 when
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the two co-founded the Visitation of Holy Mary in Annecy in Savoy, a congregation of
women religious that bears to this day the hallmarks of their Salesian spirituality.266

Salesian Spirituality as Incarnational and the Imagery of the Heart
The words “Live Jesus!” appear at the head of each of the letters written by Jane
de Chantal and all throughout Francis de Sales’ written works. Far more than a cheer or
rallying cry, these two words expressed the particular vision of Christian life that Francis
and Jane sought to bring to birth in their own persons. To understand Salesian
Spirituality, the spiritual tradition parented by de Sales and de Chantal, it would be
helpful to reflect on the distinctive way in which these two individuals allowed Jesus to
live in themselves and in those they directed.
Classic spirituality grows out of what has been termed the “desert” experience
found in the silence, solitude, and withdrawal from the noisy activity of the outside
world, often insisting that participating in a “busy noisy life within the social order is
incompatible with a true discernment of the voice and will of God.”267 Salesian
spirituality, while retaining some of the interior spirit of the desert in the sense that a
radical call from God does indeed claim and refashion the human heart, does not assert
that this call can only be heard in the “hermit’s cave or the monastery cloister”.268 On the
contrary, that voice might also be raised and heard in a life lived in the midst of the
world. Francis and Jane insisted that all believers were called to find God. A person who
sought God did not have to abandon the normal pursuits of ordinary life, and while for
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some this call might mean entering into a different lifestyle, for most God’s call would be
found precisely in the midst of the tasks and circumstances of day-to-day existence. All
walkways of life provided a suitable pathway to God and the path was open to everyone
regardless of vocation, profession, or gender.269
It was within this very context of human life and vocation that the will of God or
as Francis would say, “God’s good pleasure”270 was to be found. One of the implications
of seeing a religious value in all life was that Jesus was seen to live in each Christian
heart that opened to him. Jesus was carried on the lips, arms, and shoulders of the sailor,
housewife, market person, and king.271 Making Jesus live was not something that took
away from one’s daily experience, rather it acknowledged that true Christian life could be
realized anywhere. Human actions had a value in themselves and could express love of
God and neighbor, thus it was contextual and relational.272 The essence of making Jesus
live is not developed in isolation with God alone but in what goes on between persons in
their relationships. According to Wendy Wright and Joseph Power:
This interpersonal dimension of the Salesian spirit deepens the importance of the
insight that it is in the midst that one loves God. For it is not that one glimpses
God despite the persons around one but that one finds God precisely through and
with those persons.273
Relationships are not peripheral to one’s love of God but are central in the Salesian
context. It is in the relationships between persons, in loving neighbor, that love of God is
shown. The importance of friendship is underscored and Wright and Power use Francis
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and Jane’s own relationship as a case in point, stating that:
It was between these two friends that the simultaneous expression of human and
divine love was so deeply explored. Their own ardent and poignant bond which
spanned nineteen years drew them together into a mature love of God. It was
precisely in the midst of that friendship with all the powerful dynamics of
interaction between male and female that they both learned what it was to make
Jesus live fully. And they extended themselves in friendship to a wide circle of
intimates giving credence to the Pauline assertion that friendship is the bond of
perfection.274
The Salesian experience begins as an interior one. It is hidden in the heart and then works
its way outward in a person’s particular setting or circumstance. This concept is
expressed in de Sales’ language of the heart and is explained by Wright and Power in this
way:
To live Jesus meant to engrave that name on the human heart. For Salesian
spiritual anthropology, the heart is the vital core of the entire personality. It is
there, through the heart, that one comes to know and love God, for it is especially
by virtue of the heart that humankind can be said to be made in the divine image
and likeness. There, at the crossroads of heaven and earth, the living Jesus
becomes formed. The heart is the most adequate image Francis finds for human
love for God. The heart is a living, ceaselessly pulsing organ which in one
movement draws in God's goodness and life and in another, breathes forth his
praise.275

Francis uses this language of the heart throughout his writings to describe his central idea
that it is hidden in the heart that the living Jesus comes to be.
For Francis and Jane, human and divine were inextricably intertwined, and human
beings were the very vessels which could contain the miracle of divine life. To be human
meant to have a deep interest in all that is human–especially in the affections, in people’s
hearts. Whatever is deeply personal and most heartfelt is the stuff of Salesian spirituality.
Wright reiterates for us the importance of human relationships for Francis through his
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description of a loving God as one whose:
. . . graciously inclining heart reaches down into the fallen human condition and
gently but insistently urges each person back into loving relationship. It is through
the human heart – through the capacity to love – that this restored relationship is
realized. . . Human love in all its forms, love of parent and child, of husband and
wife, and of friends, is part of the divinely orchestrated dance of the return of all
things to God. Human love expands the heart and one goes to God through the
experience and cultivation of rightly ordered relationships. Friendship, as a unique
form of love, is thus a medium through which love and knowledge of the loving
God is cultivated.276
Francis’ theology of the heart of God and the human heart aids our understanding of the
importance he placed on human relationships, especially the relationship of friendship,
and allows us insight into the openness and generosity with which he approached the
friendships in his own life.

Friendship of Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal
What becomes apparent through the many letters we have between Francis and
Jane is that something existed between these two individuals that went far beyond just
mutual encouragement and appreciation. Nor was their intense relationship to be
understood on the grounds that they had the same interests or shared similar values. Yet,
similar to Teilhard and Lucile, there is an underlying bond and a passion in their written
conversations. The following excerpts from a small sampling of their letters written
during various stages of their relationship provide a glimpse of the profound attraction
between these two individuals.277
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The Beginning – 1605-1605
In one of the earliest letters written at the outset of their relationship Francis
begins by assuring Jane that her choice of him as a spiritual director is legitimate. His
assurance comes in the fact that he himself experiences such certainty and such feeling
for her. These thoughts of the bishop as reproduced here take place during the celebration
of Mass and give some insight into the nature of Francis’ experience.
O God, my dearest Daughter, how tenderly and ardently I feel the sacred bond
and the good of our holy unity! I preached a sermon full of flames this morning I
was so aware of it. I must tell you how much I wish for blessings for you! You
cannot imagine how I was impelled at the altar to commend you to Our Lord for
ever and ever.278
Wright suggests that their relationship incorporated a profound human search for ultimate
meaning and identity, and that both Francis and Jane sensed from the very beginning that
their friendship would be unique. Francis wrote in a brief message passed to her as he left
the town gates of Dijon at the conclusion of his visit in 1604: “God has given me to
you.”279 Within a week he had written a letter explaining further:
The farther I am from you in terms of physical distance, the more I
feel myself connected and united to you in an interior way.280
The relationship had as its basis the sense that it was ordained, that it was part of a larger
process of self-definition in which they were both engaged.281 There was a mutual
understanding that what they hoped for and what they were capable of as individuals
were mirrored in each other. Francis identified and named the phenomenon: “Christian
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friendship.”282 Following is an excerpt of a letter written in 1604 where Francis describes
this new friendship:
…the bond of perfection [which is] indissoluble and will not slacken. All other
bonds are temporary…but the bond of love grows in time and takes on new power
by enduring. It is exempt from the severance of death whose scythe cuts down
everything except love: ‘Love is as strong as death and more powerful than hell’
Solomon says. … This is our bond, these are our chains which, the more they
restrain and press upon us, the more they give us ease and liberty. Their power is
only sweetness, their force only gentleness, nothing is so pliable, nothing so solid
as they.283
Developing Friendship – 1610-1614
Francis’ friendship with Jane was one in which the powerful dynamics of the interaction
between male and female were experienced simultaneously with the most profound love
of God. The key is eros, as it was the language of desire made accessible to him through
the tradition that provided their friendship with a vocabulary that gave their love a voice.
It was eros, experienced as the binding force that draws a man and woman together that
supplied the momentum for their mutual passionate desire for God. Only seven months
after their initial encounter Francis writes to Jane about the way in which he felt they
were bound together.
. . . from the first time that you consulted me about your interior life, God granted
me a great love for your spirit. When you confessed to me in greater detail, a
remarkable bond was forged in my soul that caused me to cherish your soul more
and more. This made me write to you that God had given me to you, not thinking
that it would ever be possible for the affection that I felt in my spirit to be
increased-especially by praying to God for you. But now, my dear Daughter, a
certain new quality has emerged which it seems I cannot describe, only its effect
is a great interior sweetness that I have to wish for you a perfect love of God and
other spiritual blessings. No, I am not exaggerating the truth in the least, I speak
before “my heart’s God” and yours. Each affection is different from others. The
one I have for you has a certain quality which consoles me infinitely and, if all
were known, is extremely profitable to me. Consider this an absolute truth and
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have no more doubts about it.284
There was also recognition that not only his self-definition but hers was bound up in their
shared love. Francis began speaking in terms of “our” heart, “our” love, “our” soul.
. . . it is true, my dear daughter, our unity is utterly consecrated to the highest
unity and each day I sense more vividly the truth of our sincere connection which
will not let me ever forget you even long, long after I have forgotten myself in
order to better attach myself to the Cross.285
The ultimate meaning of the liaison is experienced by them both as an onslaught of love,
an overwhelming desire to rush into the arms of and be united with their divine lover.
Francis admits that he belongs to Jane despite separations of time and space. Their love
has created a reciprocal bond that cannot be forgotten or effaced.
You well know, seeing as how I have written to you about it, that I go to you by
following the spirit and it is true. No, it will be impossible for anything to ever
separate me from your soul. The bond is too strong. Death itself would not have
the power to dissolve it because it is of a quality that lasts forever.286
He further describes the love he holds for her:
You would not believe how much my heart has strengthened by our resolutions
and by everything that contributed to their establishment. I feel an extraordinary
sweetness about them as likewise I feel for the love I bear you. Because I love
that love incomparably. It is strong, resilient, measureless and unreserved yet
gentle, pliant, completely pure and tranquil. In short, if I am not deceived, it is
completely in God.287
That his avowals should not be misconstrued in any way, Francis on occasion qualified
his ardent expressions. He was not as concerned that she would misread his intentions but
that others might fail to understand the nature of the passionate bond between them. For
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this reason, he counseled her early in the relationship to let no one see the correspondence
he sent her.
I am willing that you would communicate the advice I have given you about your
conscience to your confessor. But not the letters which are a little too unguarded
and cordial to be seen by other than the simplest eyes and which express my
utterly frank and open intentions in your regard.288
Jane burned most of the correspondence from these early years after the Francis’ death,
leaving little written evidence from her perspective. However, it is Wendy Wright’s
opinion that the words Francis uses to describe the relationship expressed their similar
understanding of their friendship.289 In one instance later in their friendship, after Jane
had become part of the community of Sisters of the Visitation, Francis does refer to her
use of affectionate language in her letters. Francis wishes to share some of her
correspondence with the sisters he is visiting while Jane is away but finds it awkward to
do so. He writes:
In your covering letters, when you write to me you should not call me My father,
my dear love” because I want to be able to show them to those to whom you send
greetings in order to comfort them. . .
Now, as for my niece de Brechard, she well knows that I am wholly yours,
because she has seen the notes that contain that truth. However, I have not
wanted to show her the last three letters, either in whole or in part. . . 290
Perhaps her words from journal entries and letters written upon learning of Francis’ death
will give insight into the depth of the relationship and most aptly impart her feelings for
her cherished friend.
When Monsieur Michel put the letter... in my hand my heartbeat wildly. I drew
myself close to the presence of God and his will, greatly fearing that there was
something painful to be learned in this letter. In the small space of time that it
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took to recollect myself in God, I understood the words that I had heard in
Grenoble: “He is no more,” the truth of which was clarified for me by reading that
blessed letter. I fell to my knees, adoring the divine Providence and embracing the
holy will of God which included my incomparable affliction, as best I could.291
Jane was inconsolable and wept quietly for days. In two letters written shortly after, her
anguish is seen through her account of how she received the sorrowful news. These
letters are remarkably revealing and an almost tangible emotion is shown more clearly
than possibly in any other piece of correspondence we have from her.292
To Sister Francoise-Marguerite Favrot,
Oh God! Dear Sister, how right it is to acquiesce to the holy decree of
Providence! But to stop the pain, only the One who has caused the wound can
heal it! Yet we must have courage. Don't worry about the sisters at Lyon; They
are daughters of obedience. I hope that we will soon have the blessed body. Oh,
my dearest daughter, what an occasion for my welcome home! But, my God, you
have wished this and so I wish it too, with all my heart, even with the unspeakable
anguish of it. . . May God be our only consolation! There is nothing more than
that but it is enough. . ..293
To her brother Andre, she wrote:
You say you want to know what my heart felt on that occasion. Ah, it seems to
me that it adored God in the profound silence of its terrible anguish! Truly, I have
never felt such an intense grief or has my spirit ever received so heavy a blow.
My sorrow is greater than I could ever express and it seems as though everything
serves to increase my weariness and cause me to regret. The only thing that is left
to console me is to know that it is my God that has done this, or, at least, has
permitted this blow to fall. Alas! My heart is too weak to support this heavy
burden; How it needs strength! Yes, my God, you put this beautiful soul into the
world, now you have taken it back; may your holy name be blessed! I don't know
any other song except “May the name of the Lord be blessed!”
My very dear brother and dear father, my soul is filled with grief but also full of
the peace of God’s will which I would never oppose with even the slightest
resistance. No, my dear father, I affirm what it has pleased him to do-to take from
us that great flame that lit up this miserable world and let it shine in his Kingdom,
as we truly believe. . .
I believe that God in his supreme goodness does not want me to take any more
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pleasure in this world, and I don't want to take anymore either except to hope to
have the joy of seeing my dearest Father in the bosom of his everlasting goodness.
Yet I still will to remain in this exile-yes, my dear brother, I truly do. It's a terribly
difficult exile for me, this miserable life. . . We will leave here soon to go back to
poor little Annecy. My pain will be redoubled by seeing our sisters there. God be
blessed in and for everything! Long live his will! Long live his pleasure!294

This friendship of epic proportion between Francis and Jane is intrinsically
incarnational. It brought God to life in and through each other as well as out into the
world. They viewed their friendship as a “bond of perfection” and saw all “rightly
ordered” friendships as the means through which devout souls would come to fruition in
the church. This vision would be the framework through which God would be seen and
experienced.295 The two shared a vision that came to realization through their friendship
of a world where all were called to a spiritual life, not just monks or religious. They
understood that the majority of Christians would be known to find God not within the
halls of cloisters, but in the midst of the tasks and circumstances of their daily lives. This
friendship grounded in God inspired Francis to write his Introduction to the Devout Life
which is widely acknowledged to be among the best guides to the Christian life and
contains a practical, honest, simple, and gentle guide into an awareness of God’s presence
and activity in the ordinary world.296
The recognition that God’s heart speaks to the human heart is born out in the
mantra of Francis and Jane, “Jesus Lives,” for it is in the fulfillment of relationships
centered on God that God becomes incarnate in the world and so is always present.
This incarnational presence – that God is present in the now, and in all things - is a
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dominant theme in their spirituality. The evidence that supports this incarnational
understanding is found in the letters exchanged between Francis and Jane, in Jane’s
letters to her Sisters of the Visitation, and in the practical advice and application of
everyday practices that each one wrote in directing the spirituality of others desirous of a
relationship with God. 297
The deaths of these two individuals ended an era but the vision of a world of
hearts speaking to hearts which they embodied and communicated to others lived on
through the Visitandines and de Sales’s writings which gained enormous popularity in the
years immediately following his death and remain so today.298
There are differences in the ways Teilhard, Lucile, Francis, and Jane came to see
God’s revelation in their midst, but no matter the means, their friendships were bound up
in a form of mystical experience where they encountered God’s presence in the center of
it all. For Jane and Francis, it was a realization that God spoke to each of their hearts and
to the hearts of every human being bringing God to the world through loving action. For
Lucile and Teilhard, it was recognizing and acknowledging God’s presence and continual
evolution in all creation, in each other, and in all humanity. Different, yes, but similar as
well, as each way bears an incarnational character allowing God to be present in the
world through friends.
What resonates here is the possibility that inherent in friendship is a mystical
dimension. This mystical dimension exists as a natural part of a relationship when God is
acknowledged and experienced as present in all things, even the mundane occurrences of
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day-to-day living. The normal outpouring of this mystical consciousness is incarnational
because it is an outpouring of the divine in the world. It is an expression of the Spirit who
dwells in us being present to and shared with another. This happens specifically in two
ways, through the acceptance and the return of a loving friendship with God and through
the loving relationships we have with each other.
God is present in the world in the flesh and blood of human beings who love as
Jesus Christ loved. It is our task to practice noticing the presence of God and being open
to the ways the divine keeps manifesting itself anew. God dwells in the stranger, the
neighbor, the family member, and the friend. Incarnation keeps happening and, like
Jesus, we become more aware of, more transparent to, the divine within us. Incarnation
draws us toward one another and toward God. Our faith in God’s presence in the world
and in us can manifest God’s spirit in refreshingly new ways that are not always
extraordinary but take place through the ordinary occurrences of life. It is in this way that
the gift and blessing of true friendship becomes incarnational.

Conclusion
The focus of this chapter is the assertion that there is an incarnational character to
friendship when God is recognized as part of the relationship. The examples of Teilhard
and Lucile, and Francis and Jane, show friendships that were grounded in the knowledge
that God was an integral part of their experience. In some ways these relationships were
ordinary and yet in others rather unique. Of these loving friendships were born new
expressions and a fuller revelation of God’s own self. Their friendships were the conduits
for God’s continued self-disclosure in the world, bringing to birth fresh ideas and new
perspectives of the divine not encountered before. It is God present and at work bringing
120

forth God-self anew. The influence each had on the other, and others in their time as well
as after, had far-reaching implications as their theologies came to play major roles in the
development of a Christian spirituality in their own lives and their respective eras.
For Francis and Jane, the idea that God’s heart reaches down toward human
beings calling everyone into an experience of the divine through just such loving
relationships is a legacy that was born out in practical ways in the lives of others. This
distinctive way of seeing and experiencing God in the world would not be the purview of
vowed religious but would be for all individuals no matter their state of life or
occupation. Their union as spiritual friends also made it possible for Francis and Jane to
work together to realize Francis’s dream of a new women’s community that was for its
day unusual in intent and design. This new community of sisters was to be apostolic
rather than cloistered and would bring about the innovation required to the established
contemplative women’s orders.
Teilhard and Lucile came together as intellectuals and friends, and from their
association and deep respect for each other they were able to collaborate on a number of
Teilhard’s scientific theories and written works. Together they developed, and eventually
published one of Teilhard’s foundational works, advancing the idea of a Cosmic Christ
who is at the center of all creation, and the importance of human beings in the continuing
evolution of the universe.
That God’s presence was recognized as an integral part of these two friendships
shows evidence of a mystical experience that originates in the knowledge that God’s selfdisclosure is incarnational and ongoing. For those who have the eyes to see, God can be
found everywhere and in everything, even something as ordinary as friendship, and often
in new and unexpected ways.
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Great things can be accomplished when spiritual friends work together with God
as an integral part of the relationship. Their friendship becomes a movement of God’s
desire for the individual and for others in the world. It is a model of Christian love and
the pure reciprocity of God. In the stories of the famous friendships noted here, it is
possible to see how God’s spirit breaks through to find expression in both profound and
practical ways. Living an incarnational faith, they found each other in friendship and
experienced its mysticism, and in doing so something of God was born anew.
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Chapter 4
EXPLORING SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP
Friendship as Mystical
A Dimension in Karl Rahner’s Mysticism of Everyday Life

Introduction
Karl Rahner stresses that all human beings, whether consciously or
unconsciously, live in the presence of God. Individuals who have consciously responded
to that presence are the mystics who have walked among us since the beginning of
recordable time. From the earliest biblical stories in the book of Genesis we hear of men
and women who either had an experience of God, felt God’s presence in a powerful and
unique way, recognized the palpable presence of God, or felt a deep lack thereof. Yet
when thinking of mystics today, people often focus on the notoriety of a few individuals
who have come to public attention, saints and others who lived remarkable lives separate
from and beyond the ordinary lives of most men and women. These saintly individuals
are the ones we love to read about but do not really aspire to emulate because they seem
so far beyond anything of which we deem ourselves capable. To be sure many mystics of
the past have embraced an ascetic lifestyle, putting themselves through deprivation and
harsh penances, living lives of exclusion and extremes based on their powerful
encounters with the divine being. A look at the past shows us that while more prominent
in some centuries than others, there has always been a recognition and awareness of the
mystical. A look at the current increasing fascination and interest in personal spirituality,
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supported by every type of resource available to those seeking it,299 would surely indicate
that mysticism thrives today—if one has the eyes to see. However, if the standard
perception of the mystical is an extreme ascetic living some type of extraordinary life,
one runs the risk of overlooking another facet of mysticism that has existed throughout
human history and continues to exist today. This aspect of mysticism often goes
unnoticed because its signs are suffused in the ordinariness of daily living and are not
marked by extraordinary events. Those individuals who would be classified as these
types of mystics abide with us, residing in our homes, working in our places of business,
and praying next to us in our places of worship. They are the mystics of today and Karl
Rahner saw this clearly in his prophetic view that the Christian of the future would be a
mystic or would not be anything at all.300
Karl Rahner’s theology of grace and the human experience of God, the love of
God and neighbor, and mysticism lends support to the assertion that individuals engaged
in spiritual friendships are also modern-day mystics in everyday life. These friendships,
grounded as they are in God, have a mystical dimension and serve as a means for an
experience of God in the ordinariness of life. Specifically, friends experience God within
the context of true friendship.
So far, this dissertation has presented the relationship of friendship as exhibiting
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traits that model the trinity, are often sacramental in nature, and are incarnational,
bringing God to birth in the world in myriad ways. This chapter illustrates that there is a
mystical dimension to friendship. To begin, the following section briefly traces the
history and background of mysticism to gain an understanding of its development.

A Brief History and Background of Mysticism
In Foundations of Mysticism Bernard McGinn quotes Augustine as saying: “What
then is time? If no one asks me I know what it is; but if I wish to explain it to someone
who asks me, I don’t know.”301 Comparing the word “time” and “mysticism” McGinn
points out how the two are both commonly used and yet defy easy description and
definition.302 The words “mystic” and “mysticism” tend to be used with the presumption
that others have a general frame of reference for the term but McGinn maintains that even
a brief look at the history of the term and concept shows considerable differences of
opinion and usage.303 To date, McGinn has produced six of the seven projected volumes
of work that effectively treat the history of Western Christian mysticism alone, so it
would be impossible to cover the nuances and differences encountered through centuries
of development, but a rudimentary attempt at a general definition might be helpful.
In its most basic terms, the Encyclopaedia Britannica defines mysticism as “the
sense of some form of contact with the divine or transcendent…understood in its higher
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forms as involving union with God.”304 The Catholic Encyclopedia takes a little different
approach in defining the term as “knowledge of God by experience, arrived at through
the embrace of unifying love.”305 Taking these two definitions together, one could say
that mysticism includes both an experience of God and an embrace of unifying love.
Definitions of mysticism also recognize the secular influences on the development of
Christian mysticism which is important for a comprehensive understanding of the term.306
McGinn is like-minded as he begins his “Introduction” in Foundations by tracing
mysticism’s past through its Greek and Judaic influences.307
Concisely, the word “mysticism” itself, comes from the Greek meaning "to
conceal," its derivative mystikos, meaning “an initiate.” Accordingly, in the Hellenistic
world, a "mystikos" was an initiate of a mystery religion and "mystical" referred to secret
religious rituals, the use of the term in effect lacking any direct references to the
transcendental.308 In early Christianity the term "mystikos" took on three distinct
dimensions which eventually became intertwined, namely; the biblical, the liturgical, and
the spiritual or contemplative. The biblical dimension refers to "hidden" or allegorical
interpretations of Scriptures. The liturgical dimension refers to the liturgical mystery of
the Eucharist, the presence of Christ, and the third dimension is the contemplative or
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experiential knowledge of God.309
In reference to the biblical dimension, James Wiseman agrees with McGinn and
further explains how an understanding of mysticism developed from a Semitic
background found in the Hebrew Scriptures. According to Wiseman, the ancient
Israelites thought of God as hiding above the sky and was joined there by heavenly
advisors, similar to a governing body on earth. God would consult with these beings
before making final decisions. These consultations were mostly hidden from human
beings and revealed to only a few, namely the prophets.310
In the New Testament Jesus himself frequently functions in this role of prophet to
whom God’s mysteries have been revealed. References of this “mystery” of God being
revealed in the person of Christ are found throughout the Gospels and even more so in the
letters of Paul where it becomes embedded in Paul’s theology.311
Another biblical nuance developed in the third century when Origen of
Alexandria wrote a number of commentaries on various books of the bible trying to grasp
what he called the “mystical sense” of the text. Origen believed that there was a deeper
meaning imbedded in the text that was hidden by God who wanted to keep the true
meaning from the profane as well as immature Christians who were not yet able to grasp
it. Again, Wiseman agrees with McGinn when he explains how later the term was applied
to the sacraments in order to convey the truth that the deeper reality of a sacrament was
hidden from those who did not approach it with the eyes of faith. For example, the
eucharist was sometimes said to be not simple bread but “mystical bread”.
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Wiseman offers the previous few references to illustrate that the meaning of “the
mystical” developed and altered over time. According to him,
…the sense of the mystical as we know it from Christian scriptures and the early
church experience was far removed from the sense that many people have given
the term in more recent centuries, when mysticism has often had connotations of
the unusual and exotic (visions, ecstasies, levitation, and similar phenomena).312
Wiseman goes on to explain how these connotations of the unusual and exotic
produced a common understanding of mysticism that held it to be “a special state of
consciousness surpassing ordinary experience through union with the transcendent reality
of God.”313 This idea was accepted by theologians and spiritual writers resulting in a
distinction between mystical and ordinary Christian life, the former being an
extraordinary way for those specially called to it.
As the understanding of mysticism continued to define itself through history,
there developed an ongoing debate in Christianity over these distinctions. The point in
contention was whether a full mystical experience was possible for all persons or open
only to those of a certain temperament.314 Dom Cuthbert Butler was a Benedictine monk,
church historian and recognized authority on mysticism during the late nineteenth to early
twentieth centuries. He argued that the traditional Christian view commonly held in the
early church, that all persons are called to a mystical way of knowing and loving God,
had been lost during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Bishop John Hedley, a
contemporary of Butler’s, was also in favor of the early Christian view and argued that:
…contemplation is the chief act of the heart of man, for the heart flowers in the
act of charity, and contemplation is charity that is actual, pure, and flowering
under the movement of the Holy Spirit. It differs from ordinary prayer yet is not
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extraordinary in the sense that humble souls cannot aspire to it. It is not a
miraculous activity, but is simply the perfection of supernatural prayer, ordinarily
given by God to those who remove obstacles to it and avail themselves of the
requisite means.315
While Butler and Hedley are like-minded in the belief that all humble souls could
aspire to a contemplative form of prayer, that opinion was not shared by everyone. The
oppositional view held sway for a number of years maintaining that ordinary prayer was
for the masses while “extraordinary” prayer and the mystical life was reserved for only a
few.
More recently there has been a backing-away from the distinction between the
“ordinary” and the “mystical” way of Christian life due to the Second Vatican Council’s
emphasis on the universal call to holiness.316 If Wiseman is correct and the mystical life is
no longer only gauged by an experience of unusual and exotic phenomena, what then are
some characteristics of a mystic and how are we to identify them without the
extraordinary signs? How do we understand mysticism today and is it a common human
striving, open to all as Butler, Headley and Rahner describe?
An authority on the subject, Bernard McGinn provides a contemporary
examination. According to McGinn, the definition of mysticism in its higher form often
includes the idea of a “union with God.”317 He also maintains that “experience” and
“presence” are valid indications of the mystical relationship, and maybe even more so.
McGinn argues that,
. . ."presence" is more accurate than "union", since not all mystics spoke of union
with God, and since many visions and miracles were not necessarily related to
union. . . .we should speak of "consciousness" of God's presence, rather than of
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"experience", since mystical activity is not simply about the sensation of God as
an external object, but more broadly about . . .new ways of knowing and loving
based on states of awareness in which God becomes present in our inner acts.318
McGinn continues this discussion of “presence” instead of “experience” by placing the
emphasis on the transformation that naturally occurs through what he calls “mystical
activity” rather than the experience itself. He states:
…the only test that Christianity has known for determining the authenticity of a
mystic and her or his message has been that of personal transformation, both on
the mystic's part and—especially—on the part of those whom the mystic has
affected.319
Another point in his assertion that justifies “presence” taking precedence over
“experience” is that an “experience” favors the individual instead of the shared life of the
community. It fails to distinguish between “mysticism that is episodic rather than
mysticism as a process that is embedded in a total religious matrix of liturgy, scripture,
worship, virtues, theology, rituals and practices.”320 The term “experience” in this context
differs from the way in which Rahner uses the term when applied to a person’s
experience of God as is presented in the following sections on Rahner’s theology.
While historically both recognition of presence and the encounter of experience
seem valid in explaining a mystical phenomenon, it is possible to discern yet another
conduit for an experience of the divine within the context of friendship—not only
friendship with God but also friendship with others.
As previously mentioned in the Chapter 1 on Aelred of Rievaulx and his work,
Spiritual Friendship, Aelred is so convinced that God’s presence is found in the context
of friendship that he makes the claim that “God is friendship.” Rahner’s thinking that
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there is a mysticism in everyday life has a corresponding premise. If God’s presence is
experienced in the ordinary occurrences of daily living, of which friendship would have a
place, then there must be a mystical dimension to friendship. The following section draws
on Aelred’s own life and written work to outline some integral characteristics and virtues
of friendship as he understood it, as well as the roles that God and human beings play in
this particular divine dance. Aelred’s views show similarities with Rahner’s thinking on
love of God and neighbor and lend support to the idea that there is a mystical element
embedded in true friendship.

Revisiting Aelred’s View on Love and Friendship
There is a considerable body of patristic and medieval spiritual writing where
friendship is discussed as a Christian virtue, a form of charity, or a symbol of the divine
life of the Trinity. While all these descriptions are true, they appear lofty and rather
reserved in their appreciation of the value of friendship.321 Influenced as it was by the
Rule of St. Benedict, monastic life cautioned against factions that might disturb the unity
and equality of the monastic family. Also of concern were the divisive effects of
particular friendships which could lead to favoritism, and so intense personal
relationships were hardly encouraged. Also, because homosexuality was considered a
serious and dangerous vice in the Middle Ages, this fear would have played a part in
discouraging particular friendships in the monastic environment.322
Douglas Roby points out that Aelred’s view of human friendship was a positive
one, relatively different and definitely unusual from the monastic trend at the time.
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According to Roby, Aelred’s doctrine of spiritual friendship shows evidence of a richness
that is able to deal in a practical way with all the nuances of real and complex
relationships.323 Aelred’s ideas about friendship broke through the monastic conventions
of his day to show that friendship is not precluded but is included in God’s desire for all
human beings. He speaks about the bonds of friendship from his own experience during
his life as a young boy at court to his later years in monastic life. Aelred was someone
who seemed destined for relationships with others as he was widely known for his
warmth of love and as a someone who preferred to reconcile with others rather than keep
enemies. Roby, himself, describes Aelred as: “. . . a man whose love was great enough to
prove that greatness does not need to be brutal, and that to be a saint one does not have to
despise human affections.”324
Aelred felt that there is a special love in this world which comes closer to the love
of the saints in heaven than most others: the love of friendship. It is this friendship, where
each are consoled and are able to enjoy the other that produces a kind of love which is a
foretaste of heaven.325 Roby tells us that:
For Aelred there can be no conflict between love of our friends and the love of
God, since all love is one and has its source in God. The love of neighbor is no
derogation of our love of God, but rather is necessary for us if we are truly to love
him. It is this identification of spiritual friendship with the perfect love of God
which allowed Aelred to suggest the phrase, “God is friendship.”326
Aelred took the divine perspective when looking at friendship insisting that it
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springs directly from God who in the overflow of love created human beings to share in
God’s gift of love by loving each other and God. It seems to him that God has built a
need for love into our very nature. He paraphrases St. John in suggesting that “He who
abides in friendship abides in God, and God in him.”327 Aelred defines the nature, origins,
and limits of friendship at length but also discusses its delights and the means of its
cultivation. He insists that it is part of the good life, and that even though human beings
are imperfect, this does not preclude true friendship. Accordingly, there is no need for
superhuman goodness for true friendship; this virtue, like all Christian virtues, is
available to anyone who humbly seeks it. To renounce friendship is to renounce not only
virtue but also true humanity. Quite convinced of this, Aelred states:
I call them more beasts than men, who say life should be led so that they need not
console anyone nor occasion distress or sorrow to anyone, who take no pleasure
in the good of another nor expect their failures to distress others, seeking to love
no one and be loved by none.328
Understanding Aelred’s view provides a basis for recognizing the fruits of
spiritual friendship. It becomes the fertile soil from which love for God and love for each
other grows wrapped up as they are in God’s plan for human beings. This interaction
between God and human beings is borne out in Rahner’s theology of the love of God and
love of neighbor. Taken together with Rahner’s theology of grace and the human being’s
experience of God, it results in ways of living and interacting with the world that bring
the mystical dimension to everyday life.

Rahner and Friendship – A Theology of Loving God and Loving Neighbor
The interaction between God and human beings in the context of friendship as
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Aelred saw it is paramount to his belief that friendship is God’s plan for humanity. It is
intertwined with the basic Christian teaching on love of God and love of neighbor, the
two being inseparable. While there is no written evidence to suggest that Rahner knew of
Aelred and his theology of spiritual friendship he did explore the unity that exists
between the experience of self and experience of God, with the same implication that the
love of God and love of neighbor are one.329 Thomas Kelly applies Rahner’s thinking to a
theology of the spirituality of marriage, but his rationale can also be applied to the
spirituality of friendship. Using Rahner’s theology of the experience of God, the
experience of self, and love of God and neighbor, a correlation can be made between
“neighbor” and “friend”. In some respects what can be said of one can be said of the
other; keeping in mind however, that while everyone is neighbor, not everyone is friend.
Yet, the larger category of “neighbor” would include “friends”.
Kelly begins by stating that for Rahner, “human subjectivity must be the first
consideration in Christian theology because one encounters God through the particular
experiences of being human.”330 As previously stated, spirituality is not commonly
approached as some abstract and isolated experience as has sometimes occurred in the
extra-ordinary phenomena experienced by some mystics, but more commonly in the way
we as ordinary persons encounter the grace of God in the everyday. In terms of
spirituality, Kelly states that one’s encounter with the world is the necessary condition for
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one’s actualization as person.331 This all takes place through history, by living in space,
time, and language, and always through being in relation to others. The key to developing
and growing as “person” can only take place as one encounters the myriad choices and
people in one’s world. This is also true in terms of spirituality, for according to Kelly:
“one’s encounter with the world is the necessary condition for one’s actualization as
spirit.”332
Karl Rahner calls these encounters primal experiences that are open to everyone.
They arise when “the movement of transcendence allows the finite character” of people
to be experienced.333 Experiences of transcendence include experiences that are actual
and not theoretical and Kelly lists the following as examples: “experiences of fear that
threaten everything, the experience of surpassing joy, the experience of absolute
responsibility, faithfulness or love”.334 He further explains:
Of particular emphasis are actions where commitments are given that are
described as “unconditional” or “absolute” when in fact they reference something
finite and conditional. For example, to hope in a friendship unconditionally, one
must do so in relation to finite human beings, those who have and probably will
continue to disappoint. And yet there is an innate movement to embrace such
finitude and move through it, beyond it in a way that affirms a much larger reality
– even while the finite being who is our friend really is the purpose and end for
which we act.335
This embodies a spiritual dimension of the human being that allows a person to strive
outward beyond self in hope, in faith, and ultimately in love and is only realized through
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personal acts of what Rahner calls “primal trust”.336 It is what allows each person to
transcend the limits of their own self and is only possible through participation in the life
of another person who “in their serenity and love may be able to provide a fruitful model
for this primal trust”337 While Kelly uses this statement to emphasize the spirituality of
marriage in terms of married love, it can certainly also be applied to love of neighbor and
to friendship.
According to Kelly, “human experience moves beyond itself in the presence of
holy mystery precisely in our encounter with other people.”338 Human beings actualize
their existence in relation to other subjects in history and this occurs in relationships with
other human beings and in the giving and receiving of oneself.339 Rahner says that: “Man
experiences himself by experiencing the other person and not the other thing.”340 We can
only discover ourselves in the context of the discovery of our neighbor. Similar to Aelred,
Rahner’s argument for the unity of love of God and love of neighbor (caritas) begins
with the understanding that caritas does not lose itself in the depth of loving God by
dissolving or becoming unimportant. In addition, neither one, love of God or love of
neighbor, can exist exclusively on its own as if the other did not exist.341 Support for this
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claim can be found in scripture: as the great commandment found in Mt 22 and Mk 12; in
Mt 25342 where we see that love of neighbor becomes the criterion by which humanity
will be judged; in Romans 13 and Galatians 5 where Paul tell us that the fulfillment of the
law is love of neighbor; in Colossians 3.14 as the bond of perfection and as the better
way; and finally as “the Christian form of existence” in 1 Corinthians 12, 31-13.343 Like
Aelred, Rahner specifically refers to the Gospel of John where the claim of unity is even
more radical. Rahner writes:
According to St. John we are loved by God (Jn 15,12) and by Christ so that we
may love one another (Jn 13,35) a love which is the new commandment of Christ
(Jn 13,34) which is his specifically (Jn 15,12) and which is the command imposed
on us (Jn 15,17). Thus, for St. John, the consequence of this is that God who is
Love (1Jn 4,16) has loved us, not so that we might love him in return but so that
we might love one another (1 Jn 4,7.11). For we do not see God – he cannot be
truly reached in Gnostic-mystic interiority alone, in such a way that he would thus
be really attainable by love (1 Jn 4,12) – and hence the ‘God in us’ by mutual love
is the God whom alone we can love (1 Jn 4, 12), to such an extent that it is really
true…that ‘a man who does not love the brother whom he can see, cannot love
God whom he has never seen’ (1 Jn 4,20).344
Again, Aelred and Rahner are like-minded in that they do not view the act of loving one’s
neighbor as simply preparation for a higher love of God but as, in itself, an act of loving
God. What happens in the here and now in relationship to others is necessary, and
persons are necessary in order to know oneself and to come to know God. According to
Kelly, “The act of personal love for another human being is therefore the basic act of man
which gives meaning, direction and measure to everything else.”345 When one person
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encounters another in authentic personal love, there is an acceptance of what is not yet
perceived or understood, a trusting surrender of self without reassurance. This is the
nature of love, that: “it is not static but always in the process of becoming more.” 346 Kelly
explains that this is how Rahner can argue the unity for love of neighbor and love of God
– “because it never rests but always intends more, desires more, and is more all the way
into that mystery that we call God.”347
Love of neighbor is not love of God simply because it intends God as it passes
through neighbor. Caritas, for Rahner, is “nothing else than the radicality of this love
insofar as it is open to the immediacy of the God who communicates himself under the
form of Grace”.348 This openness can only occur in the concrete, with and through a
concrete person through concrete acts of personal self-gift. The person must be the goal
and end of intentional love, not some distant horizon. For Rahner: “The categorized
explicit love of neighbor is the primary act of the love of God.”349 The two are
intertwined.
Rahner’s theology of love of neighbor can be most true of the love of friend. The
love shared between friends opens the ground for God’s presence to be realized and
God’s grace to be experienced and results in a dimension of the mystical. Rahner’s
theology of grace and the human experience of God furthers the argument that God is
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part of the human condition and in that sense also a part of true friendship, paving the
way for understanding Rahner’s theology of the mysticism in everyday life

Rahner’s Theology of Grace and Human Experience of God
A central principle in Karl Rahner’s theology of grace and the human experience
is that God dwells among human beings and that human awareness is capable of being
conscious of and experiencing the presence of God.350 Philip Endean explains that
Rahner’s arguments for his position have their basis in Scripture and tradition. We are
taught that God is God-with-us, and that the fruits of the Spirit can and do make a
difference in how we experience our lives.351 Therefore, the idea that grace could exist
without ever being able to change human awareness is self-contradictory for Rahner. If
you can speak of grace at all, you cannot then deny that you are aware of it, either in
yourself or another, affecting your consciousness. If grace exists, it exists as a reality of
human experience.352 That is not to say that it is always easy to recognize, articulate, or
even accept this premise; however, Endean continues that “if God in Christ has become
human, then, in the words of one of Rahner’s early prayers, God has also become human
experience.”353
According to Declan Marmion, Rahner was responsible for this significant shift in
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emphasis on grace resulting in a more modern approach from the traditionally held
Scholastic view. This approach provides the theological basis for Rahner’s understanding
of spirituality.354 Rahner reinterprets the conventional view of grace which gives priority
to created grace (sanctifying grace that focused on the effect in an individual of God’s
self-communication) over uncreated grace (God himself present to and indwelling in a
person) and reverses this relationship. For Rahner, uncreated grace (the selfcommunication of God to human beings) lies at the heart of his understanding of
Christian existence.355 Marmion quotes from Rahner to explain:
The human person is “the event of a free, unmerited and forgiving, and absolute
self-communication of God…. The term ‘self-communication’ is really intended
to signify that God in his own most proper reality makes himself the innermost
constitutive element of the human person.”356
For Rahner, grace is first and foremost a communication of the personal Spirit of God,
and because of that communication, there is a transformation that takes place within the
person. In this view grace is not just regarded as something imposed on human beings by
God’s decree but is an actual condition of human existence.357 Rahner thus begins by
presenting the human person as one called to share God’s intimate life, “God does not
confer on the human person merely created gifts as a token of his love but communicates
Godself.”358 Human beings are enabled to share in the very nature of God. It is God’s free
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gift to the human person. Here Marmion explains Rahner’s thinking: “. . . the human
person must be created in such a way that they can receive this Love which is God
himself. It (the grace of God’s self-communication) can only be received if its very
reception is made possible by God: the self-communication as such effects its own
acceptance.”359
Another reversal in Rahner’s reinterpretation of grace lies in his emphasis on the
universality of God’s salvific will. This contrasted with the previously held Scholastic
view that grace was scarce and reserved for Christians. For Rahner, no human being is
outside of the saving presence of God. Marmion tells us that this viewpoint was ratified
by the Second Vatican Council in both Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes.360
Lastly, Rahner reverses the long-held claim that because grace is supernatural, it
is beyond the realm of human consciousness. Rahner was convinced that grace could be
consciously experienced. This grace is not experienced directly as a “categorical object”
but in the self-communication of God to the transcendent spirit of the human person.361
According to Marmion, a further conclusion to Rahner’s reflections on grace is “that this
self-communication of God is not imposed upon the human person from without, and
merely on the conceptual level, but that this notion really expresses what the human
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person truly is, and what they themselves experience in the depths of their existence.”362
In Rahner’s thinking, to be human is to be exposed to the mystery of God,
something that pervades all reality.363 Augustine’s idea of the “restless heart” is mirrored
in Rahner’s theology of the mystery of God and the transcendent character of human
beings. He sees this restlessness as a questioning of human persons in their search for
meaning and fulfillment.364 In Rahner’s way of speaking, it is in our very nature as spirit
that we open ourselves to the unlimited horizons of the search for meaning. In our
innermost being, in the very depths of our hearts, we are each “a capacity, a question, to
which only the Absolute can answer.”365 Marmion explains that for Rahner, God is the
mystery in human experience, or in other words, “God is the depth dimension in
experiences such as solitude, friendship, love, hope, and death.”366
However, one’s knowledge of the infinite is never something totally on its own.
Rather, a person’s experience of God or the Infinite (or God) is given with and
through human experience in the world. For Rahner, therefore, every human
experience has a religious dimension.367
Through Rahner’s reinterpretation of the elements of grace and how human
beings experience God, it would appear that the human person is hard-wired and
programmed for relationship and experience. Thus, we are able to accept and give love o
God through others in the human family by God’s very design; and all of our experiences
have a religious dimension.
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Marmion would concur with Harvey Egan in saying that God’s selfcommunication to all persons is experiential and that despite the gratuitous nature of
God’s gift of self, this experience of God is an aspect of the human being precisely as
human. Thus, all persons experience God, though often only in a hidden way. This
experience is not sporadic but constant.368 And, while Rahner contends that it is
unimportant whether you call this personal experience “mystical,” there is a mystical
dimension of Christianity and of the mystical depths of the human being.369 According to
Egan, Rahner seems to identify mysticism as the primordial experience of God in every
human life, and since all genuine faith, hope, and love contain a primordial experience of
God, Rahner often speaks of the mysticism of everyday life.”370 Egan further explains:
“This mysticism normally appears in the grayness and banality of daily life, in contrast to
the psychologically dramatic way the mysticism of the great saints is manifested. In fact,
we weave the fabric of our eternal lives out of our humdrum days.”371
The following section explores Rahner’s theology on mysticism. It is in this
context that friendship can be viewed as a basic human experience with a religious
dimension that comes to expression as a mystical dimension in a person’s life.

Rahner’s Theology of Mysticism
Harvey Egan begins his treatment of Rahner’s theology of mysticism by
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articulating its connection with his theology of grace. To reiterate, in Rahner’s view,
… grace is primarily God’s universal self-communication, not the sporadic
bestowal of certain divine gifts, and all human beings are the addressees of this
communication. Therefore, all truly human activity is a free, positive or negative,
response to God’s offer of self – the grace at the heart of human existence.
Because God offers nothing less than God’s very own self to everyone, the human
person is, to Rahner’s way of thinking homo mysticus, mystical man. This
relationship stamps all personal experience with at least an implicit, yet
primordial, experience of God.372
Rahner moves on to explain that because of this, we all have a basic experience of being
oriented to God. This can be repressed but never destroyed. Therefore, all human
experience leans toward this, whether consciously or unconsciously. Egan explains
Rahner’s thinking on how mysticism as the experience of this grace not only “grounds
the Christian life in faith, hope and love but also that of anyone living according to his or
her conscience”373 Egan articulates Rahner’s position that everyone – even agnostics or
atheists – who lives “moderately, selflessly, honestly, courageously, and in silent service
to others,”374 lives what Rahner calls the “mysticism of everyday life.”375 Here again we
see Egan articulating as others have done, Rahner’s perspective that all are imbued with
an urging for a mystical life, the evidence of which is found in reaching out in service to
others. In Rahner’s view, “unreserved love for another” is the most profound form of the
mystical life.376
Egan reiterates that this theology of grace is not something showered upon a
person in gusts or spurts but is a pre-existing condition that encompasses all the wonder,
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beauty, and joy of daily living, as well as the disappointments. This is where grace is
experienced. Egan also points to Rahner’s appreciation for the daily life as grounded in
the life of Jesus.
That which is amazing and even confusing in the life of Jesus is that it remains
completely within the framework of everyday living; we could even say that in
him concrete human existence is found in its most basic and radical form. The
first thing that we should learn from Jesus is to be fully human.377
Egan explains: “In Christ, God has assumed the everyday”378and Rahner offers common
human experiences to help us understand our daily experiences in a different way…
…real life occurrences of grace, such as accepting with hope the experience of
utter loneliness, forgiving with no expectation of the other’s gratitude or even of
feeling good about one’s selflessness, being utterly faithful to the depths of one’s
conscience, even when taken as a fool; praying, even when it feels useless;
maintaining faith, hope and love, even when there are not apparent reasons for so
doing; experiencing bitterly the great gulf between what we desire from life and
what it actually gives us; and silently hoping in the face of death.379
A genuine Christian who lives the mysticism of daily life possesses the bold, but often
hidden confidence that ordinary daily life is the stuff of authentic life and real
Christianity.380 For Rahner, the history of grace finds its locus in humanity’s day-to-day
existence with its splendors and failures and is actually experienced there.381
Caryll Houselander, considered to be a modern-day mystic, shows a similarity to
Rahner relative to his thinking on God’s presence and experience in a person’s daily life.
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As both are immersed in an incarnational spirituality where God is to be found in all
things, Houselander would agree with Rahner’s view that grace finds its center in a
person’s daily existence. As is her style, Houselander shares her wisdom in simple yet
profound words and writes of the miracle of divine love in the following way:
The ultimate miracle of Divine Love is this, that the life of the Risen Lord is given
to us to give to one another. It is given to us through our own human loves. It is no
violation of our simple human nature. It is not something which must be cultivated
through a lofty spirituality which only a few could attain; it does not demand a way
of life that is abnormal, or even unusual, it is not a specialized vocation. It is to be
lived, at home, at work, in any place, in any circumstances. It is to be lived through
our natural human relationships, the people we know, the neighbors we see. It is
given to us, if we will take it, literally into our hands to give. It is the love of human
lovers, of man and wife, of parent and child, of friend and friend. Some people learn
to love the whole world through the love of God; for them the way of sacrifice is
direct and informed with joy. Others learn to love God by loving one another.382
If we accept these examples as true occurrences of grace and grace as the constant
presence of Divine Love dwelling in humanity, then we must also accept the possibility
that we truly do walk among mystics every day. Yet, while Rahner continually maintains
that God is always and forever present to each person through ordinary everyday living,
and that herein resides the mystical experience whether recognized or unrecognized, he
does not forget those extraordinary mystics we have known throughout history. Many are
known to us, saints such as St. Francis of Assisi who is known as receiving the holy
wounds of the stigmata, St. Teresa of Avila who wrote of her deep interior communion
with God experienced through visions and rapture, or St. Catherine of Siena who was
transported into ecstasies where she conversed with God. These are just a few in a
lengthy list of holy women and men who received special gifts and graces from God. Not
to be forgotten, Rahner looks to these special individuals as inspirational human beings
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who can teach us much in an age where God often appears absent.
While Rahner includes all aspects of mystical experience, he also identifies a need
for human beings to have an initiation into a personal experience of God – not only
Christians but even those who would deny God’s existence. Egan believes that this is the
context for understanding Rahner’s statement that is already quite well known among
theologians and spiritual writers, that: ‘the devout Christian of the future will either be a
“mystic,” one who has experienced “something,” or he will cease to be anything at all.’383
According to Aelred of Riveaulx ‘God is friendship.’ Like Rahner he classifies it
as pre-existent, a condition of the order of creation. He contends that friendship is so
basic to God and humanity that it is none other than God’s image in humankind.384 For
Aelred almost nothing can be truly enjoyed without a friend:
But how happy, how carefree, how joyful you are if you have a friend with whom
you may talk as freely as with yourself, to whom you neither fear to confess any
fault nor blush at revealing any spiritual progress, to whom you may entrust all
the secrets of your heart and confide all your plans. And what is more delightful
than so to unite spirit to spirit and so to make one out of two?385
Throughout history we have stories of spiritual friends whose love for God and for
each other brought God’s love to bear in the world tangibly pointing to a sacramentality
of life. Some are generally known: Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross, Francis and
Clare, Francis de Sales and Jane Chantal, Teilhard de Chardin and Lucile Swan, others
remain in anonymity. True friendship is a gift in which is found a beauty eloquently
described by Aelred:
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. . ., a friend is called the guardian of love, or, as some prefer, the guardian of the
soul itself. Why? Because it is proper for my friend to be the guardian of mutual
love or of my very soul, that he may in loyal silence protect all the secrets of my
spirit and may bear and endure according to his ability anything wicked he sees in
my soul. For the friend will rejoice with my soul rejoicing, grieve with it grieving,
and feel that everything that belongs to a friend belongs to himself.386
Soul to soul, and there is God!
Aelred and Rahner, two theologians who are centuries apart, yet whose theologies
of grace and friendship support each other in grounding the nature of a shared
relationship in a mystical dimension. These relationships are not only agencies for an
experience of God but also incarnational in the ways these experiences, lived out in
everyday life, bring God to birth in the world. The love that flows from these friendships
spills out into the world in myriad ways giving flesh to God’s spirit.

Conclusion
God is present in humanity as a condition of being human, therefore, all human
life has its context in God. Whether consciously or unconsciously each person is drawn to
that original divine self-gift. This self-communication of God is experienced in the dayto-day occurrences of a person’s life but most especially through interactions and
relationships with other persons. It is through others that we become who we are. One of
the relationships where this powerfully takes place is in the relationship of true
friendship. Unlike Christian charity, this love of true friendship is a self-giving love that
puts the other’s welfare before one’s own. These friendships are known by the fruits that
they bear, fruits of the Spirit.
True friendship (sometimes called spiritual or rightly ordered friendship) is a
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locus of mystical activity that is transformational for the persons involved and produces
an increase of faith, joyful hope, and charity. Bernard McGinn concurs when he says that:
“mysticism is that part, or element of Christian belief and practice that concerns the
preparation for, the consciousness of, and the effect of a direct and transformative
presence of God.”387 As developed in this chapter, Rahner would also agree and
articulates that grace, which is first and foremost the self-communication and presence of
God in human nature, is also an agent of a secondary grace that creates and transforms.
Rahner includes friendship as a necessary dimension of human experience for selfactualization and growth. Consequently, God resides in deepest mystery within the
context of true friendship.
An individual’s response comes most naturally to this mystery of God’s presence
within a particular base of experience. People of faith are able to consciously recognize
the grace given and received through spiritual friendships hence eliciting a response to
God’s self-gift. Those who do not see the world through the eyes of faith respond to the
characteristics of the Spirit found in the loving relationship of friendship such as
goodness, charity, kindness, and thoughtfulness. These are attributes of what those of
faith would characterize as “God-like” but not named as such by others. Houselander and
Rahner share this view and express it in terms of an unconscious or anonymous Christian.
These are individuals who do not consciously claim a life in Christ but whose lives and
actions speak otherwise.388
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The intent of this chapter is to show that Karl Rahner’s theology of grace as God’s
transformational self-communication to human beings; his understanding of God as the
depth dimension of all human experience; his ideas on loving God and neighbor; and his
position on the reality of living a mystical life amidst the wonderful, banal, and difficult
experiences of everyday living supports the assertion that individuals engaged in spiritual
friendship are modern-day mystics in everyday life. Within this theological matrix it is
possible to view the love of another in the context of friendship as a means for an
experience of God which imbues these friendships with a mystical dimension. This form
of mysticism in everyday life applies to all human beings even those who do not know
God or who deny God’s existence, for God is not dependent on our recognition or
acceptance to be who God is.
Open to all, friendship invites us to enter into this mystical embrace of the Infinite,
but not alone!
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Chapter 5

EXPLORING SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP

A Mystical Tapestry

A tapestry is a form of textile art traditionally woven on a loom that depicts a
scene or famous painting. While originating in ancient times, most famous today are the
Medieval and Renaissance tapestries that were developed in Europe as decorative wall
hangings in castles and large churches.389 Tapestry is weft-faced weaving, in which all
the warp threads are hidden in the completed work. In tapestry weaving, the artisan
interlaces each colored weft back and forth in its own small pattern area. The design is
formed by having weft threads of different colors worked over portions of the warp.
Tapestry is relatively fragile and difficult to make. It can be made to be seen from only
the front or, in some traditions, to be seen from both sides. Most weavers use a natural
warp thread such as linen or cotton, neutral in color. The weft threads are usually wool or
cotton but may include silk, gold, silver, or other colorful alternatives.390
This chapter fashions a tapestry of the mystical dimension in friendship from the
models and life patterns presented thus far. The threads come from the person’s
experiences and communications with others. Woven together, these experiences of life
create a unique perspective on friendship and its mystical dimension. This particular
tapestry has ancient origins and is seen from both sides. It is a tapestry of relationship,

389

Britannica. Tapestry: Periods and Centers of Activity in the Ancient Western World.
http://www.britannica.com/ art/tapestry/Periods-and-centres-of-activity. Accessed: August 13, 2022.
390

Wikipedia. Tapestry. http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tapestry. Accessed August 13, 2022.
[Website citation: Harold Osborne (ed), "Tapestry", in The Oxford Companion to the Decorative Arts,
1975, OUP, ISBN 0198661134, 755-756.)

151

with God and with human beings. The strong yet pliable warp through which the picture
is woven is friendship, the colorful weft threads are people’s lives and experiences. Of
necessity the following deals with only those already mentioned in this paper: Aelred of
Riveaulx, Hildegard of Bingen, Teilhard de Chardin, Lucile Swan, Francis de Sales, Jane
de Chantal, Caryll Houselander, and Karl Rahner. The threads of their lives, connections,
and points of confluence create bold hues in the pattern woven through the tapestry of
spiritual friendship.

Weaving Connections

The overarching theme that has been carried through the preceding chapters is the
premise that there is a mystical dimension to friendship because God is found there. Each
of the individuals highlighted in this paper surfaced organically but the common thread
was that each one was involved in deep friendships that bore the marks of God’s
presence. Some wrote about this facet of friendship explicitly while in others it is implied
in their manner of writing about love of God and neighbor. There is a spiritual energy
that exists and connects these individuals. Their relationships bear a common nature that
offers a spiritual dimension to the quality of friendship and their examples offer
inspiration for others to grow in their experience of God in the world.
There are many similarities among these individuals in their theological views
with a common thread being that God, who is present in humanity, finds expression and
is encountered in the context of relationship and within the auspices of friendship. While
basic commonalities exist, what emerges as most remarkable is that they exist in people
who are also distinctly, and sometimes radically, different. While they share a common
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vision of the inherent nature of friendship in creation and its importance for all human
beings, each person expresses it in a language that is different from the other.

Friendship is Inclusive
The first aspect to be considered is that friendship is inclusive. It is available to all
who open themselves to it, without distinction. Throughout this paper friendship has been
described as having its locus in God’s creative word, as part of the natural order of
creation. Its dynamic resembles the love-action of the Trinity offered as an invitation to
each human being. God desires relationship with us and has placed that desire at the core
of the human condition. However, God invites, never demands. Thus, friendship with
God and others can only be entered into freely and is always inclusive. Friendship crosses
boundaries and is open to anyone desiring it regardless of gender, religion, age, station in
life, occupation, or physical limitation.
The small sampling of the eight individuals named in this chapter are indeed
diverse. Included in the mix are a bishop, two priests, a monk, two laywomen and two
vowed women religious, one of whom was also a wife and mother. They come from all
levels of society and wealth, some come from extremely modest beginnings and others
from affluence. Occupations among them include a therapist, an artist, scientists,
teachers, abbots and abbesses, and authors; all were theologians. Four of them were born
into large families, three were raised at home, one was not. Two lived during the Middle
Ages and were fostered as young children, two were from the seventeenth century and
four from the twentieth. Each one had received different levels of education from the
rudimentary to university level. Six were Catholic, and two were not. Aside from their
obvious differences, what they did bear in common was an abiding love for God, a
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yearning to find God’s presence in the world, and at least one deep relationship with a
friend.
The thread of inclusivity can be traced through their diversity. The evidence of
mystical activity is clearly shown in the chapters that correspond with their stories. It
becomes visible through the personal transformation and growth each experienced in the
context of their relationships and through the fruits of the spirit that shone from their lives
as they grew in love and friendship with another.
While individuality and diversity are hallmarks of the inclusive nature of
friendship, there is also something to be said for similarity. This point of interest comes
in the astonishing similarities in the way Hildegard of Bingen connects with Aelred, her
contemporary, as well as Teilhard de Chardin, born eight centuries later.

Hildegard and Aelred Contemporaries in the Middle Ages
The first and most obvious connection can be made between Aelred (1110-1167)
and Hildegard (1098-1179), both vowed religious bound to a monastic way of life and
who lived during the same time in the Middle Ages. While there is no written account
that Aelred and Hildegard met or knew of each other, each one had met Bernard of
Clairvaux (1090-1153), either in person or through letters.391 Other common threads
would be their Benedictine way of life and their education as monastics (albeit in varying
degrees as women at the time were not admitted to the same level of classical education
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as men). Still, as a cloistered religious, Hildegard did receive instruction in the basics of
religious and moral life, reading of the Scriptures, and simple Latin. Each one also
enjoyed entrance to the higher echelons of church and society. Aelred was raised at court
in Scotland and at Riveaulx served as emissary to Archbishops and other church
dignitaries, while Hildegard counseled popes and emperors during her lifetime. Each had
lasting friendships from an early age that continued into their elder years, and both rose to
positions of authority and leadership within their monastic communities. Each one was a
prolific author, and their works include not only books and treatises but also hundreds of
letters.
However, with all these similarities their personalities and writings could not have
been more different. Descriptions in their biographies inform us that Aelred was a quiet
and gentle soul always bent on peace and reconciliation. Hildegard is never described as
such. She adamantly stood in the face of a patriarchal world confronting abbot,
archbishop, and emperor alike when circumstances demanded. Her strength of character
would take the world along with her in her wake. She was a force of energy even into her
later years, undertaking a preaching tour in her seventies. She was like Aelred, though, in
that they were both tender-hearted in their concern for others and were highly regarded
and deeply loved by others. Both are said to have governed with wisdom and kindness.
Aelred testified to the value of friendship through his written works. Hildegard never
mentions friendship specifically but her love for her friends and the deep attachments she
had with them are evident in her letters that exist today.
As mentioned in the past chapters, a common characteristic of mysticism lies in
the fruits of the spirit that are shared for the benefit of the world. In that regard the lives
of Aelred and Hildegard give witness to God’s presence lived and experienced in the
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mysticism of everyday.

Hildegard and Teilhard: Similar Yet Worlds Apart
A remarkable correlation comes to light when relating Hildegard with Teilhard de
Chardin. While they were more alike as individuals, their worlds could not have been
more different living as they did, eight hundred years apart. While Teilhard offers no
written evidence that he was acquainted with the scientific or theological works of
Hildegard, these two scientists shared a strikingly similar sacramental view of the world.
Both had the ability to see God’s shimmering energy present in all creation, especially in
the precious nature of human beings. They also shared a common view that God, as the
loving center of the cosmos, reaches out to share that love with humanity, notably similar
to the views held by Aelred and Rahner. Rahner, likewise, makes no mention of Aelred
or his work on spiritual friendship, yet all of these individuals shared a common view that
God reaches out to human beings through other human beings in relationship, and this
would include friends.
Hildegard and Teilhard were visionaries who, while living eight centuries apart,
shared some commonalities as well as an astonishingly similar view of the world as
sacramental. We know that each was immersed in both the science and the spirituality of
their day. Each experienced intimate, loving friendships that were both human and
spiritual in nature leaving an abundance of written material that includes testimony to the
deep spiritual friendships they shared with others. Through the human love of true
friendship, a person experiences God’s love, interaction, and self-communication which
makes present God’s reality. When viewed in this way, within the context of God’s plan
for us and God’s own desire for intimacy with human beings, human friendships are
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sacramental. When the worldview of these two great thinkers is applied to the domain of
friendship, their life experiences, and the deep friendships they shared, inspire and help
us to see the sacramental quality of friendship.
While Hildegard and Teilhard did not specifically write of friendship as
sacramental, their gift of seeing the world infused with God’s energy and presence helps
us to embrace the sacramental nature of true friendship as part of creation. If it can be
said that friendship has a sacramental quality, that God’s presence is recognized there, it
adds an element to the tapestry showing that friendship has a mystical dimension that
takes place in the context of the everyday.

Predominant Threads of Karl Rahner’s Mysticism of Everyday Life
The most integral correlation to be made in this chapter would be Karl Rahner’s
theology of the mysticism of everyday life. It is this all-embracing conceptual thread that
supports the inclusion of friendship as a mystical dimension. Rahner’s threads are
inclusive and extend outward and back through the ages to pull together the various
strands of all human beings supporting the idea that there is a mysticism inherent in the
human being that finds expression in the ordinary, everyday events of a person’s life.
This type of mysticism comes in the form of an experience of God in the routine
occurrences of human life and lies outside of the dramatic way the mysticism of the great
saints is manifested.
It is a common understanding that mysticism is the sense of some form of contact
with the divine or transcendent, understood in its higher forms as involving union with
God, or a knowledge of God by experience.392 This understanding, combined with
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Rahner’s idea that the love shared between friends opens the ground for God’s presence
to be realized and God’s grace to be experienced, furthers the argument that God as the
source of all human life is part of the human condition, and in that sense also part of true
friendship. This idea echoes Aelred’s view that God is truly present in the relationship
between friends. This divine contact occurs within the flow of love between God and
human beings and results in ways of living and interacting with the world that bring a
mystical dimension to everyday life.
Rahner contends there is a mystical depth in every human being. Accordingly,
mysticism is an experience of God in every human life whether the individual is
conscious of it or not. This predisposition to an experience of God in every human life
most often appears in the reality of ordinary, day-to-day events. In this context, friendship
can be viewed as a basic human experience that comes to expression as a mystical
dimension in a person’s life. The ordinary becomes the bearer of the extraordinary. This
inherent grace is primarily God’s universal self-communication given to all human
beings. In this way God offers God’s very self to everyone and stamps all personal
experience with an implicit experience of God.
In Rahner’s thinking here we again see similarities to Aelred who insists that
friendship originates in nature and as God is the author of all nature, all creatures
participate in God’s unity because God created them to do so. God has placed within
creation a principle of order whereby all creatures are shaped and ordered by God to
participate in the divine order and so in God’s own self (I.53).393 Aelred maintains that by
nature human beings are imbued with a desire for friendship and so the first human
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friends were the first human beings.
Aelred defines human friendship as prompted by reason and affection, grounded
in love and lasting only among the good (II.41). The “good” are loosely defined as those
“who within the limits of our mortal life live sober, upright, and godly lives in this world”
(II.43). This coincides with Rahner’s theology that no human being is outside of the
saving presence of God. Rahner’s position, that mysticism is the experience of grace,
grounds the Christian life in faith, hope and love but also that of anyone living according
to his or her conscience. Even agnostics or atheists who live moderately, selflessly,
honestly, courageously and in silent service to others, live a mysticism in everyday life.394
For Rahner, the most profound form of the mystical life is extravagant love for another –
love of neighbor, and certainly love of a friend.
It is Rahner’s view that daily life is grounded in the life of Jesus. While this is
essentially characteristic of all Christian life, for Rahner, Jesus is also the center of all his
theology. In answer to an interviewer’s query, Rahner once explained:
The center of my theology? Good Lord, that can't be anything else but God as
mystery and Jesus Christ, the crucified and risen one, as the historical event in
which this God turns irreversibly toward us in self communication. . . We have to
remember that humanity is unconditionally directed toward God, a God which we
ourselves are not. And yet, with this God, who in every respect infinitely
surpasses us, with this God himself, we do have something to do; God is indeed
not only the absolutely distant one, but also the absolutely near one, absolutely
near, also, in his history. It is precisely because of this that God as this center at
the same time makes Jesus Christ the center.395
Jesus is not an abstract ideal but a real flesh and blood person, who is God’s
humanity in the world. Clearly, Rahner is deeply impressed with the “everydayness” of
Jesus’s life. He writes: “that what is amazing and even confusing in the life of Jesus is
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that it remains completely within the framework of everyday living.”396 In Jesus, concrete
human existence is found in its most basic form. The first thing that we should learn from
Jesus is how to be fully human, for in Christ, God has assumed the everyday. Rahner
offers the following human experiences as examples of real-life occurrences of grace in
daily living:
. . .accepting with hope the experience of utter loneliness, forgiving with no
expectation of the other’s gratitude or even of feeling good about one’s
selflessness, being utterly faithful to the depths of one’s conscience, even when
taken as a fool; praying, even when it feels useless; maintaining faith, hope and
love, even when there are no apparent reasons for so doing; experiencing bitterly
the great gulf between what we desire from life and what it actually gives us; and
silently hoping in the face of death.397
For Rahner, grace finds its locus in a person’s day-to-day existence within its splendors
and failures and is actually experienced there. This idea is echoed by Aelred, as well as
Caryll Houselander who says that God gives us the life of the Risen Lord to give to one
another. It comes through our own human loves. It is to be lived at home, at work, in any
place or circumstance. It is experienced and lived through natural human relationships, it
is found in the love of human lovers, which includes the love of friends.398 This type of
sentiment can also be seen in the friendship between Francis de Sales and Jane Chantal,
whose motto was “Jesus Lives,” or anyone whose incarnational spirituality causes them
to find God in all things.
Because friendship is part of the human experience, God’s presence can be found
there. This thread reaches back to bring together both past and present, interweaving all
aspects of God’s presence and people in the world.
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It seems as though Rahner’s theology of the mysticism of everyday life has
brought something new and innovative out of the twentieth century but God’s presence in
the world and God’s loving relationship with human beings is woven into the fabric of
history. Rahner’s language may sound more modern, yet his ideas reach back to connect
with others who are like-minded, such as Aelred, Hildegard, and Teilhard de Chardin.
Ideas may be expressed in many languages, but the story of God’s love and friendship
remains the same.
Conclusion
The tapestry metaphor creates a beautiful image that conveys how the
individuality of every person and culture can come together in a harmonious and
unexpected way. A spool of only one type of thread could never be woven into any type
of image. Variation and intermingling are needed to create something beautiful. Each
individual life is represented by a single thread and each thread is tied on and woven into
the other threads that were there before and that come after. The varieties of threads
create a beautiful pattern that flows through the fabric as if on the breath of life itself.
The tapestry woven in this chapter comes from a design that began at the
beginning of time and is yet to be completed. The strands of thread in this tapestry
represent friends and are symbolic representations of all human beings who have been
engaged in friendship. The types of threads are as unique as the friends they represent and
when woven together achieve a mystical image of friendship and an intimacy of the
human family as one of the Master Weaver’s greatest designs.
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Conclusion
Exploring Spiritual Friendship as a Mystical Dimension in the Context of
Karl Rahner’s Theology of the Mysticism of Everyday Life

This dissertation has sought to develop the thesis that spiritual friendship is
imbued with divine characteristics giving it a mystical dimension; therefore, individuals
who are engaged in friendships of this type are modern-day mystics whose mysticism
exists and is expressed in the context of everyday life.
The research grounds itself in the classical work Spiritual Friendship by Aelred of
Riveaulx. Defining “spiritual friendship”, Aelred writes: “Here we are, you and I, and I
hope that Christ makes a third with us. No one can interrupt us now. . . So come now,
dearest friend, reveal your heart and speak your mind.”399 From the outset, Aelred models
spiritual friendship on the relationship of the Trinity, indicating how intrinsic God is to
the equation. People are created for relationship – with God and with each other, and God
is always present there. The love of true friendship or spiritual friendship is described as
caritas, the type of love that is concerned with the other, over and above the self. This
type of friendship is a natural part of the human condition and is open to all who desire it.
It is the very means and mechanism of how human beings understand what it means to be
truly human, to be who we are created to be.
While mysticism can be defined in a number of ways, a brief review of the term
brought to light a common understanding as a form of contact with the divine presence. It
is in this context that the term is used throughout this research. Aelred does not
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specifically equate friendship with mysticism or state that friendship has a mystical
element, but he does view God as present within that framework, reinforcing the
argument that spiritual friendship has a mystical dimension.
Along with this trinitarian correlation with friendship, two other characteristics
lend support to the idea that spiritual friendship has a mystical dimension. The first is the
understanding of friendship as sacrament. Examining the sacramental principle as a
divine-human covenant underscores how human beings respond to God’s generous offer
of grace through the ordinary day-to-day occurrences of life. Thus, life in the world is
sacramental, a medium of God’s outreach and human response. Human beings are invited
to notice life and the world in a sacramental way. One powerful way we become aware of
the presence of God among us is through the lives of other people, manifest through the
gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit. Some of the ways these glimmers of God’s spirit shine
in the world are through a person’s faithfulness, unselfish love and goodness, the way a
person bears life’s difficulties in faith and humility, a person’s courage, or purity of
heart,400 and the steadfastness and commitment of friends. Hildegard of Bingen and
Teilhard de Chardin are two mystics who held a sacramental view of creation perceiving
everything as imbued with God’s presence, especially human beings. Both of these
individuals were gifted with an ability to see the world as suffused with God’s
shimmering energy, and both were involved in relationships of deep and loving
friendship. These two components together provide a basis for discerning a sacramental
nature in friendship giving witness to God’s presence there, hence a mystical element.
Their written works are texts of hope and inspiration providing evidence of their
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sacramental theology, their great love of God, and the deep and loving friendships they
shared.
The incarnational nature of friendship is the third mystical characteristic
examined in this research. The Incarnation is a key theological tenet of the faith of all
Christians, understood as the action of God who became flesh in human history in the
singular bodily life of Jesus. However, God’s self-disclosure is not only found in this one
event but as part of the creative story that continues today in the manifestations of God’s
spirit in the world. Jesus promised his disciples that when the Holy Spirit came, he would
live in them (Jn 14:18-24); therefore, Jesus’s/God’s spirit now lives in the world through
others. People, created in the image and likeness of God, have the ability to be
incarnational in certain ways. Most assuredly, God is present in the world in the flesh and
blood of human beings who love as Jesus loved. When we cultivate an awareness of the
presence of God and the ways the divine continues to manifest itself anew, we realize that
God dwells in the stranger, the neighbor, and the friend. This faith in God’s presence in
the world, and in all human beings, makes it possible to notice God’s spirit in
refreshingly new ways taking place in the ordinary occurrences of life. It is in this way
that the gift and blessing of true friendship becomes incarnational.
The friendships between Teilhard de Chardin and Lucile Swan, as well as that of
Francis de Sales and Jane de Chantal, are presented as examples of mystics and friends
who not only shared an incarnational spirituality but also who were conduits for bringing
God to birth in the world in new and unique ways. In each relationship, the friendship
they shared and the love they had for one another not only deepened their love of God but
also brought to fruition a life’s work that breached new theological and spiritual horizons.
As shown in the chapter on friendship as incarnation, the sampling of letters written
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between these soul friends are the proof texts that God existed as part of their relationship
bringing a mystical dimension to their friendship.
Highlighting the trinitarian, sacramental, and incarnational aspects of friendship is
the basis for suggesting that a mystical dimension exists in the context of spiritual
friendship. The idea of a mystical dimension imbedded in friendship is further
illuminated by Karl Rahner’s theology of grace and the human experience of God, the
love of God and neighbor, and mysticism of everyday life. Friendships that are rightly
ordered, where love is self-giving and the care and concern is always for the ‘other’
(caritas), show evidence of a mystical dimension and serve as a means for an experience
of God in ordinary daily living. Specifically, friends experience God’s presence within
the context of true friendship and are modern day mystics whose mysticism takes place
and is expressed, not in extraordinary events, but in everyday life.
As seen throughout, the examples in this dissertation for these arguments come
from the lives and friendships of mystics and saints, for if Buechner is correct, then: “. . .
if God speaks to us at all in this world, if God speaks anywhere, it is into our personal
lives that he speaks."401
In a culture where online communications and communities can be set up in
seconds, it is striking that loneliness is rampant. Even in the church, a place where we
might hope for an oasis of love and acceptance, we can find interactions awkward and
superficial. It’s almost as if we have forgotten how to be a “friend.” Now, more than ever,
seems an opportune time to consider a discourse on friendship, namely friendship the
way God intends.
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For those who approach spiritual friendship from a religious context, the benefits
are limitless. Just being able to acknowledge something as rudimentary as the idea that
God is present in the ordinary, humdrum events of life is humbling and yet freeing. The
idea that spiritual friendship is open to everyone can bring a sense of hope, especially to
those who feel isolated or alone. Speaking in terms of true friendship as something of
beauty and grace and viewing ourselves as worthy to be called a friend, can lift spirits out
of the mediocrity of life. As companions on life’s journey, spiritual friends accompany
each other and affirm the goodness and grace that we see in each other, helping one
another to see that goodness and grace more clearly. Spiritual friends open our eyes to
new dimensions of reality and to new visions and experiences of goodness. Friends can
be the mirrors that we need and can also be the voice of God.402 In the words of Simone
Weil, “Nothing among human things has such power to keep our gaze fixed ever more
intensely upon God, than friendship for the friends of God (true fellowship).”403
Karl Rahner’s theology was expressed in the contemporary language of the
twentieth century and at times seemed radical and new. Yet his theology of the mysticism
of everyday life echoes not only biblical references, but also writings from the Middle
Ages, and even the work of his own contemporaries. While languages vary and are often
specific to each era and generation, God’s presence in the world and God’s loving
relationship with human beings has always been part of the human story.
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Those who come to deep self-giving relationships with others through a more secular approach,
I believe, feel God’s presence in the goodness, kindness, peace, patience, and love, etc. that flow from one
to the other in the relationship – all fruits of the Spirit, giving testimony to God’s presence, though not
named as such.
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In Book X of Confessions, St. Augustine laments the fact that it has taken him
thirty-three years to discover the beauty of the divine. In those immortal lines he cries
out: “Late have I loved thee, O beauty ever ancient, ever new.”404 The same can be said
of friendship: O friendship, ever ancient, ever new!
Truly, spiritual friendship is both ancient and new. We are at once surprised and
comforted by its presence. Spiritual friendship exists in a sphere beyond time, and so true
friendship exposes us to the timelessness of eternity. This is why friendship matters, in an
eternal sense. Spiritual friendship was part of God’s creative plan from the beginning,
and it is just as much a part of God’s redemptive plan now. God has placed the desire for
friendship within our hearts, and God uses that desire to lead us back to himself.405

Possible Future Research
In 2016 people gathered from all over the country in Cambridge, Massachusetts
for an experimental meeting at the Harvard Divinity School. The meeting was comprised
of two demographic groups: millennials who described themselves as having no single
religious practice and Catholic women religious. The group was later referred to as the
“Nuns and Nones” project. They gathered to share experiences of community,
spirituality, and activism, and to create an intergenerational network of connections.
Relationships were formed that grew out of this unlikely pairing through meaningful
conversation and sharing and became a form of spiritual friendship. These two groups

Bishop James D. Conley, STL, “O Beauty Ever Ancient, Ever New”, Catholic Exchange
Website, October 23, 2013, http://www.catholicexchange.com/ever-ancient-ever-new/#:~:text=In%20
Chapter%20X%2C%20Saint%20Augustine%20laments%20the%20fact,at%20once%20surprised%20and%
20comforted%20b, accessed August 20, 2022.
404

405

Ibid. (This last paragraph is taken from the same article written by Bishop James D. Conley,
STL. I have taken literary license and changed the word “beauty” to “friendship”.)
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found common ground, their searching coming from a place deep within. Motivation for
the millennials came, in part, by the loneliness in the digital era. For the sisters, it was the
need to share their wisdom and experience gained over millennia.406 In this scenario,
developing long term, deeply held, spiritual friendship was an unexpected grace for the
participants. Looking to the future, what other circumstances might benefit by employing
spiritual friendship as a model for finding common ground and shared concerns, as
opposed to drawing lines between ‘us’ and ‘them’ scenarios? Applications in both
religious and secular settings may also prove fruitful for further research and discussion.
Another possible area of study would be within the context of spiritual direction.
This practice is enjoying a resurgence in the Christian tradition and increasing numbers
of people are being introduced to this quite specific relationship in which one person
places him or herself at the service of another’s spiritual growth. The search for
appropriate models for this relationship and its process would be of interest. For example,
would spiritual friendship be a viable working model as an aid to growth in the Christian
life? Can “friends” direct one another? Is this a means to meet the need for human
companionship?407
These areas pose questions for future consideration providing further
understanding of spiritual friendship and its role in both human and spiritual
development.

Kaya Oakes, “An Unlikely Alliance: What can nuns and ‘nones’ learn from one another?”,
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